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ABSTRACT 
 

Short-term international immersion travel connects participants from educational 

and religious organizations with distant suffering to build solidarity and motivate 

transnational civic action. It is a distinct form of transnational social action that produces 

a personalized, embodied experience of transformation. Despite increasing popularity, 

and increasing evidence that this form of travel can facilitate civic action and activism, 

the mechanisms behind the production, experience, and outcomes are not well known. 

This research examines these issues through a focus on multiple cultural processes. The 

research site is BorderLinks, a faith-affiliated organization that promotes immigration 

awareness through travel along the U.S.-Mexico border. I use participant observation 

with different groups (colleges, seminaries, churches), pre/post surveys with 180 

participants, and interviews with participants to examine why individuals participate, how 

transformative experience is produced, how group styles stabilize this moment of 

unsettledness, the difficulties of solidarity formation, and the specific patterns of 

outcomes. 

Short-term international immersion travel is a cultural strategy of transformation 

that provides participants with identity shaping experiences and fits the goals of feeder 

organizations that prioritize personal transformation and social engagement. Recruitment 

through feeder organizations creates groups with distinct demographic profiles, 

motivational repertoires, and emotional orientations: the “toolkits of travel.” 
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An immersion trip sits in a liminal space of culture, yet the institutional origins of 

groups generate group styles that guide groups through this unsettledness (Eliasoph and 

Lichterman 2003). Some groups “sleuth” while others “story build,” resulting in different 

imaginations of possible future action. The encounter with migrants addresses a central 

question of how solidarity between international travelers and distant suffering is formed. 

I show the importance of two strategies of solidarity, one relational and one imaginative. 

Through a hike in the desert, I show the conditions for producing evoking symbols that 

moralize the experience into the future. 

I examine change in economic behavior, attitudes, and some civic activity. I use 

Qualitative Comparative Analysis to show which aspects of immersion travel are most 

responsible for change: emotional intensification, moralized situations, cognitive 

awareness, and/or group affiliation. For participants’ narrative construction, differences 

in group use of reflexivity resources affect the moral extension into the future. 
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1. TRAVEL(ERS) UNLIKE ANY OTHER(S) 
 

When confronted with suffering all moral demands converge on the single 
imperative of action.  Commitment is commitment to action, the intention to act 
and orientation towards a horizon of action.  But what form can this commitment 
take when those called upon to act are thousands of miles away from the person 
suffering….?  

(Boltanksi 1999 [1993]: xv) 
 

In the last few decades a form of transnational civic action has dramatically 

increased among religious and educational organizations, intentionally connecting small 

groups of U.S. citizens in short bursts of time to swaths of the world generally off the 

beaten tourist path (Wuthnow 2009). These travelers are a small but important rivulet 

alongside a rushing stream of flows from capital, immigrants, tourists, and global civil 

society activists (Casanova 2001; Guidry, Kennedy, and Zald 2000; Kurasawa 2004; 

Wuthnow and Offutt 2008). Short-term international immersion travel has introduced 

global “haves” to distant suffering, reconfigured the global relationships of religious 

organizations, and even been credited with spurring global consciousness (Beyerlein, 

Adler, and Trinitapoli 2011; Nepstad 2004; Offutt 2009; Wuthnow and Lewis 2008). But 

these trips may also increase the spectacle of global inequality, merely becoming a 

globalized opportunity for the development of personal identity disconnected from 

ameliorative action (Howell and Dorr 2007; Priest and Priest 2008). They can undermine 

local labor markets, recreating patterns of international resource dependency (Ver Beek 

2006). Is this just tourism by another name: poorism (Meschkank 2011)?  
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In the last decade alone, tens of thousands of church-goers and students have 

crossed the U.S.-Mexico border, travelling south to build homes, support orphanages, 

visit local churches, and evangelize neighborhoods (Priest et al. 2006). In the case of the 

U.S.-Mexico border, these southward sojourns have coincided with hundreds of 

thousands of immigrants moving northward, crossing the U.S.-Mexico border in the 

search of work amid a time of growing political instability. Might these two flows 

directly interact? If they did, to what result? 

One well-known organization on the U.S.-Mexico border uses short-term 

international immersion travel precisely for this purpose. BorderLinks eschews the 

behaviors and ideas associated with tourism or charity-focused immersion trips, 

attempting to use travel at the U.S.-Mexico border to generate awareness and action to 

ameliorate immigrant injustice. This organization represents a progressive arm of the 

short-term international immersion moment, the inheritor of a movement culture that 

used transnational interaction to expose distant suffering and moralize global inequality 

during the Sanctuary Movement (Kurasawa 2007; Nepstad 1997; Nepstad 2001; Nepstad 

2004; Nepstad 2007; Nepstad and Smith 1999; Nepstad and Smith 2001; Olesen 2005; 

Smith 1996; Smith 2002). 

Posturing against transnational relationships that reproduce dependency and 

inequality, BorderLinks claims to “do nothing” for immigrants and Mexicans other than 

raise awareness among U.S. citizens about the realities at the U.S.-Mexico border (Gill 

1999; Gill 2004a; Perin 2003; Piekielek 2003). The hope is that the experience at the 
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U.S.-Mexico border will lead to action away from the border, action that pressures for 

change in economic and political policies that cause undocumented immigration. How 

can this hopeful result come from “doing” relatively nothing at the U.S.-Mexico border?  

Doing nothing, it turns out, involves a lot of something. This “something” entails 

central issues of sociological concern: the motivation of altruistic action on behalf of 

distant others, the construction of international solidarity, the use of symbolic religious 

resources in civil society, the production of transformative experience, and the 

organizational bases of voluntary action. It also entails the use of travel as a motivating 

experience which can morally galvanize attitudes and behaviors within participants.  

This research examines each of these issues by chronologically tracing 

participants through a BorderLinks trip and into the time beyond. With each element of 

travel—participant characteristics, organizational recruitment, the experience of travel, 

cross-cultural interaction, post-trip action—cultural processes are central to this analysis. 

Since the cultural turn of thirty years ago, the field of cultural sociology has proliferated 

its methods and theoretical approaches (Martin 2010; Smith and Riley 2008). In 

particular, research into voluntary action and social movements has fruitfully engaged 

cultural concepts for a wide variety of questions (Jasper 1997; Jasper 2007; Polletta 2008; 

Williams 1996; Williams 2004). This project uses a number of methods and cultural 

concepts to pursue one question: How does short-term immersion travel on behalf of 

distant others “work”?   
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This chapter briefly overviews the research locale, research questions, 

methodology, and the chapter structure. 

1.1 A Unique Case of Many Cases 

BorderLinks is a unique organization, representing an important minority position 

in an increasingly large field of short-term international immersion travel. Borne of the 

1980’s Sanctuary Movement in Tucson, Arizona, BorderLinks is a progressive faith-

based organization that hosts a thousand travelers a year. In an attempt to “raise 

awareness and inspire action,” BorderLinks promotes a mode of transnational civic 

engagement centered on new information and an embodied experience of moralization. 

Feeder organizations, such as churches, colleges, and seminaries send small groups of 

participants for up to a week at a time to BorderLinks. Through discussions with border 

activists, migrants, and border control authorities, intensive group bonding, hikes in the 

desert, homestays with Mexican families, and viewings of deportation proceedings, 

BorderLinks attempts to unite personal and social transformation on behalf of migrants. 

Despite the popularity of immersion travel, still relatively little is known about the 

patterns, problems, or potentials of this mode of transnational social action, particularly 

the progressive form demonstrated by BorderLinks. BorderLinks’ uniqueness makes it a 

strong test of the transformative nature of immersion travel and an especially fruitful 

place to study the role of culture in transnational civic action. 

 BorderLinks is an organization from an activist milieu, led by members who are 

active in local social movements. At first glance, this appears to be a slam-dunk case of 
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framing, emotional intensification, and network-based mobilization among a self-selected 

group of progressives (Nepstad 2004; Nepstad and Smith 2001). Yet, BorderLinks goes 

out of its way to establish a pragmatic neutrality in its work, constructing a wide 

discursive field of immigration-related political positions for participants to discover. By 

attempting to portray “all sides,” and thus create a “fair” model of civil discourse, it 

exemplifies how organizations are constrained by internal social action logics and by 

larger institutional fields from which their members (in this case, travelers) come 

(Alexander 2006; Reed and Alexander 2007). BorderLinks leans strongly towards a 

progressive interpretation of border policy, yet works to make the issues “complex” and 

to avoid pushing its ideas while raising awareness. It is an example of an organization 

that is not “quite” educational, activist, or political; making it a frustrating and fruitful 

place to trace how the motivation of transnational voluntary action occurs.  

With deep ties across the U.S.-Mexico border, it is an ideal organization within 

which to investigate the formation and dynamics of solidarity (Bandy 2004; Hunt and 

Benford 2004; Olesen 2005). During trips, participants travel to foreign locales and 

interact intensely. But they do so with strict rules about taking pictures and fulfilling 

requests for monetary help. The ideal of cross-border solidarity is emphasized, but what 

solidarity looks like on the ground is much different.  

BorderLinks overtly hopes that participants will “take action” after their trip, yet 

is vague and non-directive about the nature of such action. Due to the organization’s 

respect for individual conscience, and the loose ties of travelers to immigration-related 
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organization back home, the question of action becomes individuated, despite the 

communal nature of the experience. The “public” that short-term travelers engage after 

the trip may rarely extend farther than the organization (college or congregation) to 

which they return.  

Just as BorderLinks’ location is at the border—a space in between—so its style of 

social action is in-between. It is politicized without being political, religious without 

being dogmatic, travel-based without being voyeuristic, and action-oriented without 

enforcing any particular action. 

 It could be easy to say that BorderLinks as an organization, and a BorderLinks’ 

trip as an experience of transnational immersion travel, is unlike any other. This is, in 

fact, one reply that can be heard among those connected to BorderLinks. As one group 

leader, a professor at a state college, recalled, “BorderLinks is absolutely phenomenal … 

I have never seen an organization this so well designed and egalitarian.” Another group 

leader, a social science professor with extensive activist experience, described 

BorderLinks as “a very reflective organization—the opposite of jaded,” remarking on its 

ability to transcend the hurdles of transnational interactions, induce reflection on 

privilege, and encourage “bearing witness” to injustice at the U.S.-Mexico border. It is a 

place, in the words of one former participant, where “nothing happens” but spectating 

and emoting. It is also a place in which a college-aged participant (whom is not unusual), 

could recall,  

I really felt like I had been through a very transformative experience. … I think it 
was transformative in the fact that I feel like I went through a significant 
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experience in my week there. … I want to incorporate migrant rights and 
immigration and law, or whatever, incorporate that into my life trajectory. 

Sociologically speaking, a unique case unlike any other may not be a useful case 

at all, unable to shed comparative light on other relevant cases. If this were the case, it 

could constrain BorderLinks’ relevance for understanding a larger phenomenon (Ragin 

and Becker 1992). A closer look at BorderLinks reveals its connections to a constellation 

of other cases, as well as the numerous cases it contains within itself. 

One piece of the ensuing analysis will be to trace the field of forces that have 

formed its uniqueness, using this as a way to understand how short-term international 

immersion travel in general is shaped. As travel has come to be used for a wide range of 

projects, from spiritual quests to state-building, one contribution of this research is to 

document a portion of the field of international immersion travel that is intentionally 

constructed in contrast to other trends in that field (Kelner 2010; Smelser 2009; Turner 

and Turner 1978). A common term used to describe this field is “short-term mission 

travel” (Priest et al. 2006; Trinitapoli and Vaisey 2009). As I will argue below, despite 

emerging studies that suggest the diversity within this field, this dominant moniker 

embeds assumptions about why participants travel, what immersion travel means, and the 

results of such activity. BorderLinks’ staff and participants overwhelmingly (and 

vehemently) define themselves against short-term mission trips and tourism. Revealing 

this work of symbolic distinction not only highlights this particular organization, but 

brings the broader field into focus.  
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BorderLinks is a faith-affiliated organization, yet up to half of its participants 

come with groups from secular institutions. It is like many other locations in American 

civil society, where theological differences and styles of religiosity are managed as part 

work towards a common goal (Bender 2003; Lichterman 2008). By navigating religious 

diversity, though, it oftentimes silences its own history and religious themes out of 

respect for individual conscience. This is not unusual in other venues of civil society, but 

it does provide an opportunity to probe how this happens (Baggett 2005). 

Another contribution of this research is showing how, short of being a social 

movement recruitment process that connects directly to mobilization structures, 

immersion travel like that produced by BorderLinks can be an important mode of 

motivating transnational civic awareness and action. The scope of short-term 

international immersion travel and its popularity suggest that it is an increasingly 

important mode of interacting with a globalized world. The travelers of BorderLinks are a 

type of bystanding public (Gamson 2007), loosely attuned to international issues prior to 

travel. BorderLinks’ hope is that they may be one immersion trip away from becoming 

active conscience constituents, hooked into a nationwide movement of support for 

immigrant rights and immigration reform. If true, this helps to understand how support 

for widespread social change, like attitudes towards immigrants, can occur. 

BorderLinks is a particularly good place to study the change-inducing potential of 

such travel because it, the feeder organizations that send participants, and the participants 

themselves all expect change to occur. Recent studies do suggest the impact of mission 
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trips on youth civic engagement (Beyerlein et al. 2011). However, the mechanisms of 

such change are somewhat of a black box (though see (Nepstad and Smith 1999) for a 

high-risk version of immersion travel). BorderLinks provides an entrée to understand 

why some progressive educational and religious organizations view short-term 

international immersion travel as a uniquely useful mode of moralization. The 

BorderLinks’ mode of travel is what I call a “cultural strategy of transformation”: deeply 

felt experiences among small groups in foreign spaces that moralize new information, 

suggest identity changes, and introduce new behavioral practices. Such a transnational 

strategy returns participants to familiar environments, and is often disconnected from any 

new social or organizational networks, making for controlled transformations that further 

the goals of feeder organizations. By following participants through the experience and 

collecting diverse forms of data, we gain leverage on the conditions that cause the feeling 

of transformation and what it means for participants.   

One problem that bedevils research on the broad phenomenon of short-term 

immersion international is why the style of transnational interaction, and the ensuing 

outcomes in terms of new understanding and action, differs. Because studies have tended 

to be on one travelling group, or did not account for group differences, the importance of 

group culture has been relatively ignored (DeTemple 2006; Howell and Dorr 2007; Priest 

et al. 2006; Ver Beek 2006).  BorderLinks is particularly useful for understanding this 

mode of social action because it provides comparative leverage between types of groups. 

Unlike most other immersion travel production agencies, BorderLinks has numerous 

types of groups that come through it, from feeder organizations such as universities, 
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religious colleges, churches, and seminaries. These groups represent diverse institutional 

logics and understandings of how to engage the world. The result of observing different 

groups through the same experience is an opportunity to closely trace how patterns of 

group culture produce divergent understandings of the same experience. Groups from 

different feeder organizations proclaim different motivations for coming, interpret the 

experience differently, and, most importantly, channel the effect of the experience in 

divergent ways. In effect, BorderLinks has numerous cases within a case.  

Through BorderLinks as a collection of cases, this research addresses the 

following questions:  

Question 1: Why is short-term international immersion travel as a strategy of 

transformation trusted and promoted by progressive religious and educational 

feeder organizations and certain individuals? 

Question 2: How do organizational cultural toolkits, group styles, and interpretive 

motifs influence divergent immersion experiences and outcomes?   

 Question 3: How does this strategy of transformation create an experience of 

unsettledness and a feeling of transformation?  

Question 4: What are the characteristics of transnational interaction between 

travelers and migrants? How does transnational solidarity emerge and to what 

effect? 
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Question 6: What changes occur within participants and which theoretical aspects 

of immersion travel produce this change?  

 

1.2 Being There, Seeing Things, and Collecting Data 

Immersion travel is a slippery social phenomenon to study. The travel experience 

itself is intense, but short. This duration demands a methodology appropriate for a 

“sociology of occasions” (Goffman 1967). The participants in groups that come through 

BorderLinks share affiliations in their home feeder organization, but they usually are not 

a coherent “group” in any other way. They are similar to the “wispy communities” that 

are based on shared experience as much as a shared history (Fine and van den Scott 

2011). The trips involve a large amount of shared construction, producing expectations 

for transformation in a temporary setting that is near-total (Goffman 1961). The 

connections between this experience and normal life for participants are often unclear and 

shaky. 

 This project used a range of methods to interrogate the topic: pre/post-trip 

individual surveys, participant observation, immediate post-trip evaluation surveys, and 

post-trip interviewing. This triangulation of methods proved irreplaceable for attempting 

to understand and evaluate a range of questions, from the meaning of participation, to the 

contours of transformation experience, to the evidence for change. In this section I 

provide an overview of these methods and the data that is used throughout the project. 
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1.2.1 Pre/Post-Trip Surveys 

One aspect of this research are the pre/post-trip surveys with individual 

participants of BorderLinks. I surveyed participants during a period from February 2009 

to December 2009, covering both the high and low seasons of immersion travel in 

Winter, Spring, and Summer. BorderLinks provided rosters of participant names and 

email contact information for the online survey. Participants from each group were 

contacted up to three weeks prior to their travel, with two follow-up reminder emails. In 

addition, paper surveys were provided at the BorderLinks location for participants to 

complete at the very beginning of a trip if they had not done so already.  

Of the twenty-four groups that were eligible to participate in the survey during 

this survey period, twenty-one received the survey. For two youth groups, I received 

contact information a few days prior to the trip, which prevented recruitment for the 

email survey. For these same delegations, the BorderLinks delegation leader forgot to 

provide paper surveys to participants. The presence of these groups in the sample would 

have undoubtedly lowered the age, as well as the pre-trip political activity levels of the 

full sample. The other group, a seminary, did not receive the survey due to my inability to 

make  contact with the group leader far enough in advance. To compensate, I enrolled the 

next participating seminary group for replacement. In total, 217 persons were eligible to 

participate in the pre-trip survey and 180 responded, yielding a response rate of 82.9%.   

The survey covered participants’ demographic backgrounds, their group 

affiliations, their political attitudes, their religious beliefs and behaviors, their attitudes 

28



 

 

towards immigration, their emotions towards immigration actors, and their intra-group 

connections with their travel group. 

Participants were also briefly surveyed at the immediate end of the trip. On the 

final day of a trip, BorderLinks had a history of providing an evaluation form for 

participants. In coordination with the organization, I systematized the form and added a 

few additional questions. These evaluation surveys listed the main activities of the week, 

asking the participant to report how important the event was for them and whether it 

provoked emotions of sorrow or anger. Overall, 201 participants responded to this 

evaluation survey for a response rate of 92.6%. 

Beginning four months after each trip, I re-contacted each of the 180 participants 

that had completed the pre-trip survey. Some participants responded immediately, most 

responded within six months after the trip, and a few responded up to ten months later. 

Overall, 68 participants responded. This represented 37.8% of those who had completed 

the pre-trip survey. The total response rate for the post-trip survey, given non-response in 

the pre-trip survey, was 31.3%. 

1.2.2 Participant Observation 

A major aspect of this research was participant observation on BorderLinks 

immersion trips themselves. To begin examining immersion travel through BorderLinks, 

I gained initial organizational access through the Executive Director. Over a number of 

visits in preparation for travel, I introduced myself to staff members, particularly the 

delegation leaders with whom I would travel. Over the ensuing two years, I became 
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acquainted with twenty-one different BorderLinks staff members. The BorderLinks staff 

was welcoming, interested in the project, and deeply committed to building social justice 

along the U.S.-Mexico border and beyond. I suspect that my research took too long to be 

of as much assistance to them as they had hoped, though I have provided reports to assist 

them in their ongoing work and struggle for organizational survival. 

In total, I participated in eight different BorderLinks trips. One of the trips was an 

exploratory trip to design the project and another I had to withdraw from after two days 

because of sickness, so direct observations from those trips are not used. The trips in this 

research each lasted five to eight days. BorderLinks does host other groups, but the 

organization considers “weeklong” trips to be the norm and to be most conducive for 

introducing the range of border-related experience and voices. 

The remaining six trips were selected out of all BorderLinks trips to represent 

varying theoretical cases. The dozens of groups that come to BorderLinks each year can 

be roughly divided into four categories: religious colleges, secular colleges, religious 

professionals (seminary or clergy), and congregations. This diversity of groups is 

incredibly fruitful for theoretical comparison and, as I demonstrate throughout this 

project, the different aspects of groups were quite important in a number of different 

ways. All of the group names have been changed, as have the names of all persons, most 

organizations, and some geographical locations throughout this project.  

Table 1.1 shows the breakdown of the groups. All of the group names have been 

changed, as have the names of all persons, most organizations, and some geographical 
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locations throughout this project. In total, there were 44 participants across these six 

groups. 

Table 1.1 BorderLinks Delegation Groups 

Group Name Institutional Origin Salient Characteristics 

Southern Seminary Mainline Protestant Seminary 
racial and age diversity 
little Spanish ability 
mixed travel experience 

Sojourner University Secular College 

racial and international 
diversity  
mixed Spanish ability 
extensive travel experience 

Central College Protestant College 
age diversity  
mixed Spanish ability 
mixed travel experience 

Justicia College Secular College 
age diversity 
minimal racial diversity 
Spanish proficiency 

St. Michael's Church 
Mainline Protestant 
Congregation 

middle-aged, white 
little Spanish ability 
extensive travel experience 

Midwestern 
Theological 

Mainline Protestant Seminary 
limited race and age diversity 
little Spanish ability  
mixed travel experience 

      

 

I chose not to travel with groups that had participants under the age of eighteen. 

This would have required additional human subject safeguards (such as parental 

permission forms from every participant’s parents) which were impractical for this 
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project. As such, my observations of congregational groups were more limited than they 

would have been otherwise, since youth came with these. 

I was only denied ethnographic access once, by a religious college group that was 

completely run by college students with no “adult” leader. In discussions with the 

BorderLinks staff that led the delegation, I learned that the group even excluded him from 

their discussions, reflections, and free time. He reported that the group was disappointed 

to not have deeper emotional and spiritual experiences during the week. This group 

would have been intriguing to study, but it does not appear to be a “typical” BorderLinks 

group. 

With each of these groups, a BorderLinks staff member first approached the 

group leader about my participation. I then communicated with the group leader about the 

project, who, in turn, briefed the delegation members. After that, I met the members on 

the first day of their trip and said goodbye on the last. The next point of contact was six to 

ten months later, for the interviewing aspect of this project.  

1.2.3 On Entering the Field Again and Again 

I had to “enter” the field site each time I travelled with a group. When I did, 

initially BorderLinks participants were as curious about me as I was about them. I would 

travel to the airport with the BorderLinks staff member in the organization’s van to be 

present at the very first moment of the group’s arrival in Arizona. I would also see them 

off to the airport at the end of the trip. In between, I tried as much as possible to be a part 

of the group. This meant downplaying my knowledge about the border, authority as an 
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outsider, and moderate Spanish language ability to avoid being seen as a source of 

information or a BorderLinks staff member. When groups asked what I was studying I 

tried to explain without using sociological terms and without saying what my 

assumptions were of what would happen during the trip. A few groups were especially 

interested in knowing how other types of groups I travelled with encountered the 

experience. To their exasperation, I usually tried to turn the question around, asking what 

they thought the differences would be. This proved quite fruitful. 

At times it was difficult to be just a participant, particularly when the educator 

and activist in me wanted to urge a group along or clarify crucial political points. Other 

times, this role was morally challenging. For example, Southern Seminary had a difficult 

desert hike that involved a panic attack for one member. This member was walking 

slowly at the far rear of the group in the minutes prior to the attack. I was aware that I 

was a group member; however, unlike the other group members who had plowed up the 

trail while consciously ignoring this person’s visible difficulty, I was the only one 

walking alongside this person. Luckily, a Mexican BorderLinks staff member was 

hanging back, so I was able to communicate the situation to other group members in a 

way that surfaced the issue without appearing to judge the other members. The group 

eventually recovered from this breach, and even used this incident to deepen dangerous 

meanings of the desert. I experienced a more painful moment with Central College. As I 

describe in the final chapter, this group had blatant social divisions that worsened during 

the course of the week. By the final evening, the excluding group members even shared 
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with me their distaste for other members of the group. I did not elicit such troublesome 

interactions; undoubtedly, however, I missed others that were hidden from view. 

There were other times of ambiguity which reinforced the importance of 

participant observation to detail the unique group dynamics that emerge during 

immersion travel. The college group from Sojourner University was invited by another 

BorderLinks delegation, comprised of middle-aged church-goers sharing the dorm space, 

to eat cheese and drink wine in the BorderLinks kitchen one night. Twenty of us sat, 

enjoying some cheddar and pinot grigio on the night before our immersion trip ended. It 

was a celebratory occasion, a sealing off of the comunitas that had formed and was about 

to end. The next week, when I was again on an immersion trip and they were all back 

home, I was the only one confronted with the prominent signs banning all alcohol from 

the premises. As the saying goes, it was fun while it lasted. 

Not all ethnographic work involves deception, but mine did in both usual and 

unusual ways. The usual way involved the negotiation of the “tools of the trade.” Unlike 

other ethnographic settings, there was no substantial break or down time during a trip to 

exit the field, even briefly, to write down observations and thoughts. It was seven straight 

days with seven hours of sleep a night. This meant I had to write observations as quickly 

as possible during the course of each day. With some groups this was easy from the 

beginning, since they brought pens and notebooks to record their own experience. As 

they brought out their notebooks, so did I. With other groups, notebooks were not 

present. My sense was that my notebook would too easily cue concern about my 
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observing activity. In these cases, I went to the bathroom or disappeared into side rooms 

quite often. There, I removed the small pen and notebook hidden in my pocket and wrote 

down as much as possible. Even with these groups, though, by the third day of the trip I 

would begin to publicly display my notebook and my note-taking, particularly during 

sessions in which speakers presented to the group. Other than those occasions, my 

notebook was not on display. I used a numbering system to disguise whom notes were 

about, just in case someone took a peek. Only twice was I asked a version of, “What are 

you writing in the notebook?”  And both times, I replied along the lines of, “What I see 

and hear.”  Which was true. Throughout this project, quotations from ethnographic 

settings are either direct written transcripts of what people said or reconstructions soon 

afterwards. 

One of the unusual items of deception was the hiding of my vegetarianism. This is 

because vegetarianism is not only an unfamiliar practice for some, but is incredibly 

difficult to accommodate at many places along the U.S.-Mexico border. With some 

groups, particularly those with young, liberal college students, this hiding was not 

necessary because they included vocal vegetarian members who sought food 

accommodation. With other groups, this would have been a disturbance that brought 

undue attention. On these trips, I ate what was served, as any guest to the hospitality of 

others should usually do anyhow. Apparently, my ethical reasons for vegetarianism are 

not absolute, which was a helpful reminder for studying how incomplete moralization can 

be in a biography and the struggle for any sort of ethical consistency. 
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The other unusual item was my Catholicism, which I downplayed more than hid. 

To be clear, it is hard to identity a liberal Catholic by looks or speech alone. This is 

ironic, given the incredibly tolerant nature of BorderLinks participants and the 

organization itself. Indeed, the space of BorderLinks is chock full of Catholic symbols—

the Virgin of Guadalupe, crucifixion art—and many BorderLinks participants are 

Catholic. Omar McRoberts (2004) has helped to clarify how religious backgrounds of 

ethnographers should not merely be turned off since, like other commitments of 

sociologists, they can inform understanding of aspects of religious organizations and 

persons. However, since none of the groups I travelled with were from Catholic 

institutions, I wanted to allow any symbolic differentiation activity to emerge 

(Lichterman 2008). It only did on a couple of occasions, in terms of group conversations 

that expressed their identity. In fact, I may have missed one of the most enjoyable and 

enlightening moments of my research if the group had known I was Catholic. The St. 

Michael’s Church group spent an evening sleeping on the hard linoleum floor of a 

Mexican Catholic school. When we entered the room to set up our bedding, the only 

other object was a four-foot-tall painting of a serious Pope John Paul II leaning against 

the wall in the middle of the room. After some comments about the Pope watching over 

us while we slept, one group member placed it right next to the pastor’s pillow while he 

was out brushing his teeth. When he returned, with a playful look of mock shock on his 

face, we had an enormous round of laughter. The pastor declared his respect for 

ecumenical relations, then suggested the best resolution was to let the Pope be on his 

own; he then turned the picture towards the wall and propped it up gently. The group 
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laughed again and I smiled since, after all, even for a Catholic the Pope often needs to be 

spun around and pointed in a new direction. This also reaffirmed my conclusion that the 

religiously diverse space of BorderLinks does not equate to public sharing of difference, 

but soft neutralization of difference. 

Mostly, though, my presence appeared to be accepted by most groups. By the end 

of one week, a member of Sojourner University had declared me the group’s “mascot,” a 

Durkheimian verification of my inclusion in their social group. Another group playfully 

referred to me as “Almost Dr. Gary,” suggesting the level of interest they had taken to get 

to know me. Another group graciously invited me to visit them three months after their 

trip to present the initial results of my research. I considered that invitation well beyond 

what I deserved for subjecting them to my intrusion. The participants from St. Michael’s 

Church urged me to “stop by” when I was in their neck of the woods—roughly a few 

thousand miles from my home.  

I had three “tests” for noting whether I was included in a group. One test was 

whether the group presented me as a member. BorderLinks asks a group member to 

introduce the group to speakers at each stop during the week. Two groups introduced me 

as a distinct identity but still being part of their group (“and Gary from the University of 

Arizona”); two groups simply lumped me in with themselves; and three of the groups 

even asked me to present them to the people we met. Which I gladly did.  

Another test was whether I was included in the various reflection and sharing 

activities during the week. On one occasion near the beginning of a trip I was excluded 
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from a reflection; however, a group member noticed this, mentioned it to the group 

immediately, and a wave of ensuing apologies and laughs ensued.  

A final test was during picture taking near the end of a week. As the group 

gathered to have their picture taken, I always volunteered to be the picture taker. All 

groups except one promptly asked someone else to take a picture—with me included! 

Now, like it or not, the group pictures from five BorderLinks trips include an interlocutor. 

I do have reason to believe that some participants were disappointed in me in 

some way. I was, after all, a friendly part of an indelible experience in which normative 

status relations are reconfigured and normally back-stage emotions and personality traits 

emerge. I received a request from two Central College students to be Facebook friends 

after the trip. I declined, noting that it would comprise their identity to be publicly linked 

with me. Subsequently, neither of them filled out a post-trip survey nor returned my calls 

to be interviewed. At times, I was also indirectly a pawn in the enforcement of status 

differences among participants, particularly between students and professors. The 

professors of one group once asked me to walk with them so that “the kids” could be left 

alone to do their own thing for a few hours of relaxation.  

The leaders of groups were particularly patient with me. Part of my research was 

to expose the assumptions, motivations, and ideals behind immersion travel as a strategy 

of transformation aimed at some ill-defined end. This meant asking a lot of questions, 

particularly in post-trip interviews, about something that was taken-for-granted in their 

lives. Of course immersion travel is important, they would say. Of course it can change 
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people. In the spirit of other cultural sociologists that walk a line between support and 

criticism, between providing reflexive insight and demanding purity, I hope they find 

something useful for their important work in this research (Eliasoph 2007). 

Immersion travel is exhausting, it generates strong emotional reactions, and 

through the encounter with suffering it continually reminds participants of the gulf 

between global haves and have nots. These aspects all happened to me—again and again. 

On my very last trip, deep into a project about what this travel means to participants and 

how it changes them, my research subjects spoke back, as it were. The professor guiding 

Midwestern Theological simply asked me, “How has this changed you?” That was and is 

a good question. And, like the many BorderLinks participants I describe, I still struggle 

with the meaning of the experience and how to translate it into action in my own life. 

This is a gentle reminder that sociologists are not immune to the world they study, but 

also a reminder that our experience of it can help to reveal patterns we want to 

understand. 

1.2.4 Interviews 

Luckily, I was able to share my thoughts, and pursue more questions, through a 

range of one-on-one interviews that I conducted during the project. Shortly after each 

trip, I interviewed each BorderLinks staff member I travelled with. By the end I had 

conducted interviews with nine BorderLinks staff members, mostly delegation leaders 

from both sides of the border. During these semi-structured interviews that lasted 45 to 

90 minutes, I asked about staff members’ backgrounds, the pressures of trip-guiding, the 

39



 

 

management of the immersion experience, organizational ideals, and their civic and 

political activities. 

I also conducted in-depth interviews with six “community partners,” the various 

activists, government officials, and other interlocutors who participants listened to during 

their travel. In these interviews I sought to understand what they thought of BorderLinks, 

why they spent their time and energy speaking with groups, what sorts of messages they 

hoped to leave with participants, and what they thought of this form of transnational civic 

action. Included in these nine interviews were two federal government employees (a 

federal defense attorney representing immigrants in “Operation Streamline” and an 

Immigration and Customs Enforcement agent) and four local leaders representing non-

profit organizations, churches, and humanitarian aid groups. I conducted three, short 

interviews with the leaders of groups that planned a BorderLinks trip, then cancelled. 

These interviews helped to flush out the hurdles that organizations must overcome to 

sponsor immersion travel. 

Finally, about six to ten months after each trip, I was able to speak at length with 

36 of the 44 participants I travelled with. These interviews were recorded over VOIP and 

lasted from forty minutes to 100 minutes. During these interviews, I asked participants to 

describe their integration back home after the BorderLinks trip, to discuss the activities 

they remembered from the trip, to comment on whose “voice” they trusted in 

immigration debates, to share any difficulties during the trip, to reflect on the sorts of 

activities they participated in since the trip, and to explain how, if at all, this was a 
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transformative and/or spiritual experience for themselves. These interviews were a 

commitment to this project well beyond what should usually be expected of research 

subjects. With most participants, it felt like I was catching up with a friend, which says 

something about the group-bonding nature of immersion travel.  

 

1.3 A Look Ahead 

Chapter Two introduces short-term international immersion travel as a distinct 

mode of transnational civic action that places U.S. travelers alongside distant suffering. I 

compare it to other forms of transnational social action that confront distant suffering, 

such as distant-issue movements and global solidarity movements, noting differences in 

geographical proximity and moralization strategies (Boltanksi 1999 [1993]; Keck and 

Sikkink 1998; Rucht 2000). I contrast it with dominant modes of understanding travel, 

tourism and pilgrimage, showing differences in travel production, location, and 

moralization (Kelner 2010; MacCannell 1989). I argue that short-term international 

immersion travel is a cultural strategy of transformation that provides participants with 

shaping experiences for identity creation and moral animation. It fits the unique goals of 

feeder organizations and participants that prioritize personal transformation and social 

engagement. 

Chapter Three introduces the participants of BorderLinks and asks the deceptively 

simple question: Why do people participate in a BorderLinks trip? I document how 

BorderLinks participants are distinct from both the general American public and typical 
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American mission-trip participants. Reviewing various mobilization factors, I show the 

“potential” of BorderLinks participants: they are highly educated, politically liberal, 

generally progressive regarding immigration, religiously involved, and experienced in the 

short-term immersion travel (Klandermans and Oegema 1987). I show how recruitment 

by feeder organizations coalesce groups into streams with distinct demographic profiles 

and motivational repertoires (Munson 2009; Swidler 2001). Using correspondence 

analysis, I examine the cultural “toolkits of travel” that differentiate participating groups 

according to motivations for travel, political experience, and emotions. 

Chapter Four describes a BorderLinks trip, showing its internal culture and logic 

of social action by reference to its founding myth and its motivational model of See-

Judge-Act (Polletta 1998; Polletta 2006; Vetlesen 1994). Through the concept of cultural 

fracture, I trace how a movement culture based in Paulo Friere’s ideas can actually stunt 

the clarification of border issues, prioritize embodied experience over the clarification of 

a social frame, and delay the question of future action (Willis 1977). I show how a 

number of inter-related social forces, including movement culture, field position, and 

feeder organization legitimacy shape this internal culture. 

Chapter Five addresses a central question for transnational scholarship: how is 

solidarity between international travelers and local residents, between those with middle-

class backgrounds and distant suffering formed (Beyerlein and Sikkink 2008; Giugni and 

Passy 2001; Hirsch 1986; Hunt and Benford 2004; Nepstad 2001)? Solidarity is a widely 

used sociological and folk concept, but one whose interactive basis has been rarely 
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explored. I show that an immersion travel producer like BorderLinks relies on two 

strategies of solidarity, one relational and one imaginative. Relational solidarity is the 

hallmark of the Habermasian public sphere but, as I show through participant-migrant 

interactions, it is laden with problems in its actual deployment. Imaginative solidarity, on 

the other hand, simplifies the formation of solidarity and has the potential to create a 

deeply emotional, long-lasting experience of moralization (Anderson 2006). I describe 

the imaginative experience of a hike in the desert, showing the conditions for producing 

evoking symbols that extend the experience into the future (Jasper and Poulsen 1995). 

This has implications for how to conceptualize the formation of solidarity and its role in 

transnational civic action. 

Chapter Six analyzes how culture works during intentionally produced periods of 

unsettledness. An immersion trip sits in a theoretically interesting space of culture: it is a 

break from normal institutional routines and as such is associated with creativity and 

change. By extending work by Swidler (1986) and emerging dual-process theory of 

culture (Lizardo and Strand 2010), I show that immersion travel is a somewhat 

conservative cultural space, in the sense that this intentionally-produced period of change 

does not eject participants into chaos. Instead, the institutional origins of groups generate 

group styles that guide groups through the unsettledness, but in drastically different ways 

(Eliasoph and Lichterman 2003). Some groups “sleuth” through the experience, while 

others “story build.” Groups also begin to imagine their response to the experience 

differently. Observing the role of group styles helps us to understand how participants 
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can feel transformed and yet channel this in ways that generally recommit them to the 

organizations they travelled with. 

The final chapter explores the concept of transformation. First, I answer the 

popular question, “Do these trips change participants?” The answer is “yes,” but in 

particular ways connected to group affiliations. Then I use QCA to explore which aspects 

of immersion travel are most responsible for this change. I theorize how emotional 

intensification, moralized situations, cognitive/informational awareness, and group 

affiliation all influence the tenor of change. I then examine subjective narratives about 

change from participants to understand how the immersion experience continues to shape 

identity. Three motifs of change emerge from interviews which I relate to variation in the 

characteristics of groups, particularly their use of “reflexivity resources.” I conclude by 

showing how distinct differences in group reflexivity during immersion travel affect the 

continuing importance of the experience for participants. 
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2. INTERNATIONAL IMMERSION TRAVEL AS A CULTURAL STRATEGY 
OF TRANSFORMATION 

 

“The goal is to have an experience—in this case a kind of ‘ultimate experience’—
then come home safely.” (MacCannell 2011: 64) 

“The Promised Land…is wherever walls have vanished through the actions of 
lives committed to the urgent task of social transformation…” (BorderLinks 
2011) 

 

 The first epigraph is from the dean of tourism studies and could be used as a 

generalized description of not just tourism, but also of short-term international immersion 

travel. Its simplicity purports to capture the essential, hidden structure that other analysts 

have seen beneath the surface-level activity of various forms of travel (Smelser 2009). It 

does leave quite a bit unexamined, though: who has this goal of experience, how is the 

goal understood by travelers themselves, what types of experiences occur during travel, 

what passes for an “ultimate experience,” and what coming home entails. The simplicity 

of pointing out the essence of a form of social action elides a host of important 

distinctions to be made in the broad field of international travel and risks 

misunderstanding the purpose and experience of action as defined by its goal (Joas 1997). 

The second epigraph suggests as much. Though saturated in the ideals of the 

organization, it nonetheless suggests the totality of the BorderLinks experience (“The 

Promised Land”), its geographic range (“wherever”) and its linkage with ongoing identity 

projects (“lives committed”). This is only a short statement, one of many which could 

have been drawn from BorderLinks’ various advertising and fundraising materials. It 
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points towards important differences in modes of international interaction and the need to 

conceptualize the structure and characteristics of the one to which BorderLinks belongs. 

Where does short-term international immersion travel organized by BorderLinks “fit” as 

a mode of transnational social action? In a world where people from core countries 

regularly travel for all sorts of purposes, why is this mode of transnational social action 

popular now?  

 Through an interpretation of research on transnational social movement activity, 

tourism, and pilgrimage, I argue that short-term international immersion travel is a 

distinct mode of transnational civic practice due its pattern of organization, organizational 

roots, and its vision of transformation. This phenomenon presents a logic of social change 

that is popular and complex, and the field of immersion travel includes a diversity that 

has heretofore been relatively invisible. 

Short-term international immersion travel is a cultural strategy of transformation 

connected to major social institutions that induces conditions of unsettledness, produces 

the expectation of change, and provides rhetorical and embodied materials for personal 

transformation at least partially on behalf of foreign others. These characteristics make it 

a theoretically fruitful place for the exploration of motivation, culture, and action in 

relation to distant suffering. BorderLinks, in particular, provides a “best possible case” to 

understand how short-term international immersion travel may motivate participants to 

international awareness and action. 
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2.1 Collapsing the Distance to Suffering 

The relationship of residents in the global economic core to humans in the global 

periphery is a question at the heart of modernity (Eagleton 2009). Organized responses by 

non-state actors have varied during phases of modernity (Alexander 2006; Habermas 

1991), including missionary efforts by semi-autonomous religious organizations 

(Stamatov 2010), programs by international non-governmental organizations (Boli and 

Brewington 2007; Boli and Thomas 1999), and protests by global justice advocacy 

networks (Keck and Sikkink 1998).  

In his examination of “distant suffering,” Boltanski (1999 [1993]) examines the 

problems of interaction, and representation that civic groups, including groups like 

BorderLinks, encounter when trying to connect citizens from different locations in the 

global economic system. In a reading of Arendt’s “politics of pity,” Boltanski argues that 

the modern era struggles to balance the generalization of the spectacle of suffering from 

afar with the political tools to deal with suffering. Where individual compassion 

motivated the amelioration of local suffering prior to modernity, citizens now struggle to 

address suffering through just solutions usually found in the realm of national politics just 

at the moment that the legitimacy and utility of national political solutions has faltered.  

In the past three centuries the “distant suffering” of global others was encountered 

through various forms of media, whose modes of representation changed from first-hand 

travel accounts to novelistic portrayals for a growing mass readership in Europe 

(Boltanksi 1999 [1993]). One problem with such discursive accounts was the relation 
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between spectators’ words and deed, with the material invisible to the listening audience. 

A pure spectator might be able to claim impartiality about the suffering they reported, but 

most spectators portrayed distant suffering with the emotional investment born of human 

commitment. Far from reporting, spectators began to express an encounter with the 

distant “Other” that was personal and engaged. Representation and action became 

conjoined: “by involving himself [sic] as subject in his own story [the spectator] takes a 

step in the direction of involvement within a situation and points the way to action” 

(Boltanksi 1999 [1993]: 44).  

This delineation of the problem of distant suffering sets the context for 

understanding the short-term international immersion travel that has developed in the last 

few decades. Boltanski’s account shows the historical emergence of personalized 

involvement in distant suffering by spectators, the growing importance of emotions for 

portraying suffering, and the increased emphasis on the interior experience of personal 

moral change among spectators. Short-term international immersion travel is the latest 

stage in the unfolding of this process, with certain characteristics, particularly the 

tendency to work beyond the bounds of national politics (Keck and Sikkink 1998).  

BorderLinks is part of an expanding short-term international immersion travel 

phenomenon that uses globalization’s compressing of geographical distance to make the 

actual encounter with distant suffering more possible for greater numbers of people. 

Short-term international immersion travel democratizes the experience of such 

encounters, moving a general public whom listened to spectators of suffering into the 
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position of first-hand spectators of suffering. In Boltanski’s idiom, these trips have 

exponentially increased the encounter with distant suffering, enabling countless occasions 

for travelers to become subjects in narratives that express their own commitments as well 

as the social conditions of foreign places. 

It is important that Boltanski concludes his study by titling the last chapter: “How 

Realistic is Action?” The question of the realistic possibility of action is the same 

question that occasionally, and increasingly should be, asked of short-term international 

immersion travel (Jeffry 2001). This is a complicated question to address, since most 

short-term international immersion travel is disconnected from dominant modes of 

transnational action, such as political or social movement activity. Indeed, the travel to 

encounter suffering may be seen by many if not most such travelers as action in and of 

itself. Sightseeing, as an intimate act of observation and world construction, can end in its 

own action (MacCannell 2011). If this is the case, short-term international immersion 

travel could become a place for spectacle, what some critics think it already is, as the 

moniker of “poorism” suggests (Lancaster 2007; Meschkank 2011).  

BorderLinks, though, is organized precisely against these concerns. It exists to 

make problematic and real the question of action, making it an ideal place to study such a 

process. BorderLinks participants encounter the question of action firsthand in close 

proximity to suffering itself. To understand how this mode of transnational engagement 

functions, though, requires placing it alongside other modes of what Kurasawa 

(Kurasawa 2009) has called “ethico-political labour” (92). Short-term international 
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immersion travel presents a fascinating possibility: that the millions of Americans who 

leave the country each year on such travel can represent the world back to the United 

States, influencing American attitudes and behavior towards international issues 

(Wuthnow 2009), transforming an ‘ultimate experience’ to action on behalf of others.  

 

2.2  Distant Issues and Transnational Connection 

The explosion of transnational networks and movements in the late 20th Century 

has become the topic of intensive research, not only for their numerical growth but for 

what they reveal about shifts in global political-economic structures and the possibilities 

of reform from global civil society (Smith 1997; Smith 2004). Rucht’s (Rucht 2000) 

research on “distant issue movements” is one such form of transnational action, which 

provides a useful comparison to BorderLinks.  

Distant issue movements are those that “mobilize for issues that are not related, or 

are only very indirectly related, to the situation of the mobilizing groups in their home 

countries” (Rucht 2000: 79). These movements are altruistic, in the sense of participants 

being geographically removed from suffering and working for others’ benefit. The 

strategies of these movements are “reformist and pragmatic” (Rucht 2000: 92), open to 

cooperation with a range of actors for solutions. As we will see, these are similar 

characteristics to those involved with short-term international immersion travel through 

BorderLinks. The participants in BorderLinks are also similar to those in distant-issue 

movement: they are highly-educated, middle class, committed to universalistic values, 
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are generally located far from the zone of suffering, and the issues they learn about do not 

directly affect them.  

A glaring difference, though, is the ability and desire to travel to the place of 

suffering—to remove the physical aspect of distance. Information and testimony are 

important to both BorderLinks and distant-issue movements (Kurasawa 2009; Rucht 

2000) alike; however, the collapsing of physical distance dramatically distinguishes 

distant issue activism and short-term immersion travel. Immersion trip producers like 

BorderLinks create embodied experiences that allow participants to personally find 

information, hear testimony, and experience feelings connected to real entities. The 

physical interaction with other persons in new spaces introduces a host of international 

processes regarding the management of inequality, the representation of social difference, 

and the arena of ethical demand. This basic difference in physical interaction as part of 

this mode of social action raises the question of why BorderLinks participants travel at all 

since they could theoretically stay home and be internationally engaged. Does the 

introduction of personal interaction make short-term international travel more similar to 

other types of transnational social action? 

Distant issue movements are just one component of what have variously been 

called global advocacy networks, global justice networks, and transnational collective 

action (Della Porta and Tarrow 2005; Johnston and Laxer 2003; Keck and Sikkink 1998; 

Routledge and Cumbers 2009; Smith 2004; Tarrow 2006). BorderLinks’ activity is 

similar to these other forms of transnational connection by bringing social worlds 
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together, but different in key ways. Hallmarks of transnational collective action include 

contact and coordination across geographical boundaries, bypassing states and markets to 

deal with issues in a variety of organizational forms and styles (Guidry et al. 2000). This 

form of collective action is more transnational, more interactive, and potentially more 

radical than that practiced by distant issues movements. Participants in transnational 

collective action actively create an “alternative globalization” that is built on 

transnational interaction in public spaces (Kurasawa 2007). One well-known locale for 

this type of action is the World Social Forum, an ongoing deliberative forum that 

physically connects activist involved in a panoply of issues (Smith 2002). Activities such 

as this physically collapse the space that separates international activists; they also 

prioritize the voice and participation of representatives from periphery countries.  

Transnational activism is also characterized by attempts to level global inequality, 

as much by a leveling of ideology and set of practices. Olesen (Olesen 2005) has called 

this “mutual solidarity” and Kurasawa (Kurasawa 2007) “cosmopolitan solidarity.” The 

objects of distant-issue movements are meant to become subjects, generating an equitable 

mode of organizing that analysts see as characteristic of modern transnational collective 

action (Eterovic and Smith 2001). BorderLinks shares some of the ideological markers of 

transnational collective action. It employs staff from both the United States and Mexico. 

Its immersion trips are transnational in language used, in places visited, and in discursive 

interactions with interlocutors on both sides of the U.S.-Mexico border. 
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And, like transnational activism, it is beset with problems. The scholarship on 

transnational activism shows disjunctures between the goals, ideas, and practice of 

transnational solidarity. For example, the relational dynamics between activists from 

different parts of the world system in a global civil space have been difficult, 

exclusionary, and often one-sided (Smith 2002). In a study of maquiladora organizing in 

Mexico, Bandy (Bandy 2004) showed how brokers in the organization practiced 

“managed sublimation” (419), the quieting of diverse identities or views between 

members to prevent conflict. The efforts within Zapatismo to physically connect activists 

from different countries has had numerous similar problems (Olesen 2005).  

Though not as activist as the global advocacy networks, the transnational 

activities of a BorderLinks trip are an ideal place to analyze interactive transnational 

processes since the organization has attempted to institutionalize an equitable U.S.-

Mexico relationship for decades. BorderLinks provides an ideal place to explore the 

development of transnational solidarity since BorderLinks participants are not generally 

involved with immigration politics and are not yet ideologically committed to the ideals 

of transnationalism.  

The uniqueness of BorderLinks allows a close look at a specific mode of 

transnational civic action, while revisiting the issues faced by other modes of 

transnational civic action such as global advocacy networks. Yet, these reference points 

do not exhaust the modes of transnational action that BorderLinks is compared to and 

tries to distinguish itself from. 
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2.3 Travel in the Scholarly Gaze: Tourism and Pilgrimage 

International travel by “ordinary” Westerners has been highly visible for at least a 

century and has been closely tied with the development and interpretation of modernity 

(MacCannell 1989; Swatos 2002). Tourism is a massive economic structure whose 

imprint is easily recognizable throughout the globe. Pilgrimage, even before its 

resurgence in the mid-20th Century (Swatos 2002), was built off of centuries-old routes 

and religious institutions. Classic pieces of scholarship in the second half of the 20th 

Century categorized travel as either tourism or pilgrimage, channeling new forms of 

travel down certain avenues of understanding. While not directly addressing short-term 

international immersion travel, the main themes of research on travel lay an additional 

theoretical background for the analysis of this project. 

 Victor Turner (Turner 1995; Turner and Turner 1978) popularized pilgrimage 

studies and defined its main theoretical apparatus for years. Through an interpretation of 

Van Gennep’s work on social ritual, Turner presented pilgrimage as a unique moment of 

social life, devoid of the constraining structures and behaviors of modern society, during 

which participants entered a state termed anti-structure. In pilgrimage, there was a 

directionality to travel, in a geographic sense towards a place, and in a social sense 

towards the development of comunitas. As an anthropologist working within the 

Durkheimian tradition, Turner’s work posed this type of travel as a social release valve in 

which individuals could re-generate society and themselves. The result of this action was 
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a phase of social life that enfleshed ideals of equality, creativity, and individuality in 

contrast to hierarchy, routine, and conformity. Commenting on Turner’s influence on the 

field, Eade (Eade 2000) wrote that “for Turner, pilgrimage leads towards an 

understanding of how universal oppositions shape our social worlds. It also leads towards 

the human search for universal truths” (xx).  

By the last decade of the 20th Century, however, anthropologists dismantled some 

of this understanding. Looking back at developments in the field since Turner’s time, 

Eade (Eade 2000) notes how comunitas has been deemed “an ideological programme that 

is only partially and fleetingly realized in practice” (xii). In studies of pilgrimage since, 

scholars increasingly approached pilgrimage assuming heterogeneity in why people 

practice it, in the religious meanings at sacred sites, and in the outcomes upon the 

pilgrim’s return (Eade and Sallnow 2000; Smelser 2009). Commenting on these two eras 

of pilgrimage studies, Coleman (Coleman 2002) suggests that there are “sociological 

vacuums” in each, for example regarding the importance of the desire for comunitas.    

The ascent of Turner’s focus on pilgrimage dovetailed with the increase in the 

first-world leisure economy during the 1960’s and 1970’s. The phenomenon of ever-

growing crowds of tourists in all corners of the globe demanded understanding. However, 

given the absence of religious structures in this travel, and the clear roles of capital and 

leisure time, the interpretation quickly departed from Turner’s path. Dean MacCannell’s 

(1989) classic, The Tourist, portrayed tourism as the shared cultural activity of a 

particular class. MacCannell linked the motivating force of tourism to the alienation of 
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modern citizens of industrial nations. Tourism (like religion in classic Marxist theory) 

was partially a response of escape. Tourism was a secularized pilgrimage in which 

travelers sought an encounter with authenticity: “touristic consciousness is motivated by 

its desire for authentic experiences…” (MacCannell 1989: 101). In a series of brilliant 

chapters, MacCannell showed how cultural sites became sacralized by this new force, 

how production occurred off-stage from tourists’ vision, and how staged authenticity 

came to be. In the ensuing thirty years, numerous studies of tourism have focused on the 

production, packaging, and draw of authentic experience to the tourist (Belhassen, Caton, 

and Stewart 2008; Cohen 1984; Cohen 2008; Gotham 2010). MacCannell’s picture has 

been challenged, too, by scholars such as John Urry (Urry and Larsen 2011) who 

emphasize the consumptive nature of tourism symbolized by the “tourist gaze” that 

captures aspects of a shifting, unstable world of sights and symbols. 

Among scholars who study pilgrimage and tourism, there is increasing evidence 

of the similarities between these activities, with a variety of hybrid forms such as 

backpacking journeys, alternative tourism, and volunteer tourism (Brown and Morrison 

2003; Eade 1992; Gard McGehee 2002; Hudman and Jackson 1992; Lyons and Wearing 

2008; Noy 2004; Wearing 2001). The interest in modern travelers for journey, for the 

consumption of produced places, for the encounter with foreign newness appears to 

characterize numerous travel activities. Tomasi (2002) has argued that pilgrimage has 

become what he terms “religious tourism.”  
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How can these different modes of transnational interaction be distinguished? 

Some argue that diverse forms of travel can only be defined by differences of internal 

motivation (Swatos 2002). This psychologizing, though, misses the importance of tracing 

the economic structures, social practices, and patterns of meaning that do distinguish 

modes of transnational interactions. 

This background of pilgrimage and tourist studies provides elements that 

characterize BorderLinks. For example, BorderLinks’ is deeply invested in producing an 

authentic experience of comunitas where roles change and new meanings emerge. A 

challenge too is to understand how BorderLinks participants see the world and what they 

do after having seen the world in a new way. However, this background suggests a 

number of ways that short-term immersion travel can be distinguished beyond looking at 

destinations or internal desires. 

 

2.4 The Civic and Political Possibilities from Travel 

The awareness-raising or politicizing power of travel is always an implicit 

possibility. Whether tourists read local environments through a gaze connected to 

idealizing discourses (Urry 1990) or a posture of leisurely escape (MacCannell 1989), the 

potential for other outcomes in travel is readily apparent. Until recently, there has been a 

relative lack of scholarly attention to how short-term travel can be purposefully used as a 

strategy to encourage transnational civic engagement and/or domestic political action on 

international issues.  
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The well-known “contact hypothesis” of mid-20th Century social science 

postulated the power of inter-group contact to decrease prejudice, particularly among 

members of a dominant group (Allport 1954; Williams 1947). Subjected to an astounding 

number of tests, the contact hypothesis has endured and in the last ten years been 

strengthened with new evidence (Pettigrew and Tropp 2000). The most recent research 

shows that even in non-ideal conditions, contact between members of different ethnic and 

racial groups reduces prejudice by increasing knowledge, reducing anxiety, and 

increasing empathy (Pettigrew and Tropp 2008). While the exact processes are still 

debated, it appears that repeated exposure to a non-dominant group through means other 

than media can have beneficial effects on individuals’ attitudes and their generosity (Lee, 

Farrell, and Link 2004). Short-term international immersion travel is not the same as 

testing the contact hypothesis, but as Boltanski helped us to see, the contact generated by 

travel involves questions of viewing, engaging, understanding, and representing distant 

suffering. 

The emergence of “moral tourism” suggests how ethics has been mapped to a set 

of tourist practices that were increasingly critiqued in the 1980’s and 1990’s as 

consumptive and unequal (Butcher 2003). Moral tourism, though, is less focused on re-

arranging the way that the very structures tourism happen than focusing on areas, issues, 

and processes that lessen the negative impact of tourism (and potentially offset the costs 

by doing something good). The continuance of the moniker “tourism” shows that this 

activity is still primarily about travel in a tourist mode. 
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Some scholars of tourism have turned their attention to groups and organizations 

that use travel specifically as a mode of politicization aimed at garnering support for 

specific identities, characterizing this (Belhassen 2009; Butcher 2003) as “strategic 

mobilization…for purposes of political socialization” (Kelner 2010: 8). In something of 

an example of inverse contact theory, Shaul Kelner (2010; 2002) details how Diaspora 

homeland tours such as Birthright Israel use exposure of American Jews to Israel to 

develop transnational ethnic identity. These trips attempt to achieve a shared notion of 

ethnic membership that results in deepening of Jewish identity generally, but support for 

Israel as the central place of that identity more specifically. Kelner (2010) has advocated 

an approach that de-emphasizes the role of individual meanings in tourism to see it as a 

civic-political behavior, “a specific genre of travel, in which individuals construct 

meaning through the consumption of place” (9).  

But can any tourism be civic-political, or even ethical, in the meanings it 

constructs? No. A key part of making travel mean something civically or politically is 

constructing the raw basics of travel (the personal intentions, the places, the activities, the 

frames, etc.) in a purposeful way to have certain meanings and moral demands. Just as 

sightseeing, the most basic of tourist activities, is not inherently ethical, its transformation 

by various strategies and activities can make it so (MacCannell 2011). The meaning of 

travel—with a tour group, on a pilgrimage trail, at an activist gathering—shifts as the 

structures and practices do so that these different modes can also have different results, 

individual, civic, and/or political. The field of short-term international immersion travel is 

oriented towards moralizing travel, creating an experience that is institutionally 
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connected and framed in such a way that it results in a mix of personal and social change. 

It occupies a place in a larger field of international travel, and carries with it aspects of 

personal enjoyment, consumption, activity, and identity construction.  

Participants in short-term international immersion travel are travelers that share 

some characteristics with tourists and pilgrims. They ride the contours of a well-

organized international travel system: airlines, passports, currency exchanges, and the 

like. They have daily rhythms to follow, routines which provide spaces to sleep, places to 

eat, and encounters with new space and people. They travel for set, short amounts of 

time, usually for a week, maybe up to a few months. They follow paths worn to 

destinations by previous travelers; very rarely does any traveler “find” a place that is 

historically unique (despite its uniqueness for the participants involved). They are all part 

of the flow that characterizes transnational relationships (Wuthnow 2009; Wuthnow and 

Offutt 2008), with concomitant experiences of crossing boundaries, interacting with 

cultural “others,” and trying to understand these others. They are likely to return home 

with a new stock of experiential capital that may become the raw material for identity 

formation of career trajectories.  

 

2.5 Differentiating Short-term International Immersion Travel 

 Yet, just as they are not social movement activists, participants in short-term 

international immersion travel are neither tourists nor pilgrims. The distinction of how 

short-term international immersion travel is a distinct mode of social action can be made 

60



 

 

by looking closely at the alternative structures that support these travelers and the 

distinctive practices that they engage in.  

First, they eschew some of the tourist economic structure to travel within the 

sphere of global civil society, making connections through a host of non-governmental 

organizations, such as international relief agencies or local churches in foreign locales. 

This places participants outside the well-trod itineraries that characterize tourism trips, 

away from normal tourist locales and the services of comfortable food, lodging, and 

entertainment provided at those locales. This alternative infrastructure is supported by an 

industry of “how to” books, advisors for fundraising, and professionals providing 

reflection activities (Peterson, Aeschliman, and Sneed 2003). The result is an alternative 

path towards encountering distant places.  

 Second, these trips are nearly always communal efforts. Participants not only 

travel together, they are sent together as representatives of home institutions to foreign 

locales. This begins with the fund-raising that most groups must do. The trips resemble a 

shared civic project supported by a network of informal funders. This establishes a 

background economy of international connection, with the expectation that individuals’ 

travel experience benefits a local, American community. The knowledge of distant 

suffering is relayed by travelers to their supporters, making an overt (if not always 

tangibly effective) trade in supporters’ financial support for the globally-expanded 

testimonies of returning travelers. 
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 Third, a large swath, if not most, of these trips travel well off the beaten tourist 

path. They choose places that seem to be the antithesis of tourism’s: locations of poverty 

and suffering. While travelers of all periods have encountered suffering, and even 

frequented places that memorialize it, travelers in this form seek out places of current 

suffering in a way that encourages compassion (“suffering with”) not mere observation 

(Eagleton 2009). There is no one, demarcated place that has been historically defined as 

the place to travel to see suffering. Instead, the openness of globalization combined with 

the growth in concentrations of poverty has made potential travel destinations 

innumerable (Davis 2006). 

Fourth, participants in short-term travel rhetorically define their activity against 

tourism. To be clear, tourists have often defined themselves against “tourists,” but this 

has been an internecine struggle about the most authentic or appropriate way of doing 

tourism (MacCannell 1989). This distinction is different. Participants in short-term 

immersion trips rhetorically define their activity as an overt combination of self-

development and social engagement, not consumption for leisure’s sake (Howell and 

Dorr 2007). They may talk about wanting to “make a difference,” which represents a 

move from earlier understandings of tourism as an escape from reality or a pursuit of 

sightseeing. Participants are trying to escape into reality in a mode that rejects the 

dominant mode of how core-world citizens see the “rest of the world.”  

Finally, most short-term immersion trip producers attempt to frame the experience 

of travel and shift the self-understanding of participants’ selves and the world to which 
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they are ethically related. By comparison, tourism would be a default way of 

experiencing the world, a mode that is so familiar that it does not require the active 

cultural and ideological work that is a feature of short-term immersion travel. 

 

2.5.1 Current Research on Short-term International Immersion Travel 

 Usually known as the short-term mission trip movement, the scope of short-term 

international immersion travel is massive (Beyerlein et al. 2011; Priest et al. 2006; 

Trinitapoli and Vaisey 2009; Ver Beek 2008). About 1.5 million church-going U.S. 

adults travel abroad each year through their congregations (Wuthnow 2009), representing 

7% of all U.S. resident non-business overseas travel (Office of Travel and Tourism 

Industries 2008). This actually understates the size of this movement, since it leaves out 

the legions of travelling youth groups for those under the age of 18 and groups organized 

by other religious organizations, such as colleges and seminaries (Priest et al. 2006).  

 As of yet there is no definitive history of the rise of this specific from of travel. 

Howell (Howell 2010) traces the rise of the short-term mission movement to evangelical 

organizations in the two decades following the Second World War. By the 1980’s, “how-

to” manuals and training sessions were being offered in congregations and college 

communities, especially aimed at young people. Wuthnow (2009) has shown that, from 

the 1980’s onward, teenage churchgoers were more likely to participate in such an 

activity.  
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A growing body of literature has argued that this form of transnational social 

action generates international religious networks, undergirds alternative regimes of trade, 

and creates globally-focused activism in the United States. For example, the growth of 

congregations in foreign countries is related to ongoing material and financial transfers 

from religious travelers (Priest et al. 2006; Wuthnow and Offutt 2008). A substantial 

portion of the fair-trade movement in Latin America depends on networks created and/or 

refreshed by continual travel from religious congregations from the United States 

(Reynolds n.d.). In this light, international immersion travel appears to be a particularly 

effective “intervention” for producing support for altruistic foreign policies and 

communities (Wuthnow and Lewis 2008).  

Short-term international immersion trips have come under quite a bit of criticism, 

both for their religious valence and their mode of action (Priest and Priest 2008). Some 

have questioned the dangers of a voyeuristic “poorism” (Odede 2010; Sin 2009), noting 

that the resources travelers provide can undermine labor markets and status economies 

(Jeffry 2001; Ver Beek 2006). A number of studies have reported disappointing results 

about whether such travel can transform charitable behaviors, international awareness, or 

nativist attitudes (Priest and Priest 2008; Ver Beek 2008). Howell has suggested that 

short-term mission trips are primarily a terrain for self-transformation (Howell and Dorr 

2007).  

Notably, though, other studies have found important impacts of short-term 

mission trips. Groups in foreign locales have used the connections provided by foreign 

travelers to build local NGO’s or to resolve political problems in new ways (Offutt 2009; 
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Priest 2008). There is evidence that, at least for teenagers, participation in such a trip 

leads to deepened religious identity, greater volunteerism, and greater political 

involvement (Beyerlein et al. 2011; Trinitapoli and Vaisey 2009). 

While this research has given some context, I use three problems with these 

studies as entrees into my research.  

First, most studies of these experiences have had relatively little variability in the 

types of groups within a study, in effect controlling for (and thus leaving out) group 

influences that have a lineage prior to the experience itself (Belhassen 2009; Belhassen et 

al. 2008; Howell and Dorr 2007; Kelner 2002; Smith 1996). Somewhat surprisingly, 

despite the overwhelmingly group-based nature of these experiences, the literature has 

not focused on how the differential processes of participating groups impact the 

experience of unsettledness. Concepts such as comunitas and collective identity have 

been central to this line of work, but are often posed as generalized cultural processes that 

occur under similar conditions and therefore have similar results for participants (Kelner 

2010; Kelner 2002; Smelser 2009; Turner and Turner 1978). Research about the efficacy 

of these experiences at the individual level assumes a uniformity about what happens 

within the experience, even when admitting that the experiences can vary widely 

(Beyerlein et al. 2011; Priest et al. 2006; Priest and Priest 2008; Trinitapoli and Vaisey 

2009; Ver Beek 2006; Ver Beek 2008). BorderLinks brings focus to the group level of 

these experiences. 

 Second, most studies have not addressed how this form of social action may both 

succeed and fail. Part of this is methodological: few have had comparison groups or 
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adequate methods to measure longitudinal change (Ver Beek 2008). Part of this is 

theoretical, concerned as many scholars have been to show how these trips could work to 

provide incredible examples of new engagement with social activism (Nepstad 2004; 

Smith 1996). 

Third, some of the literature has been overly guided by the concept of “mission 

trips” when there is evidence that a wide range of religious denominations encourage 

immersion travel in ways that might not resemble “mission” (Trinitapoli and Vaisey 

2009; Wuthnow 2009). Understanding short-term international immersion travel requires 

a shift from the “mission trip” term that pre-defines the activity. 

The phrase “mission trip” has connotations with overseas, long-term missionary 

work. There is some historical basis in the rise of short-term religious travel as a 

recruitment tool for long-term missionary work, but overall this has failed as a 

recruitment strategy (Priest et al. 2006). Even on “mission trips” organized and populated 

with Evangelicals, the focus of many travelers is aimed at generating a religious 

experience for themselves, not for the foreign others that they meet (Howell and Dorr 

2007). Furthermore, many religious groups travelling overseas have close connections 

with religious communities in those places (Wuthnow 2009; Wuthnow and Offutt 2008). 

In other words, groups of travelling Americans are “needed” by foreign locales less for 

evangelizing a non-Christian audience in a classic sense than they are for providing 

material support to pre-existing religious organizations that are directed by local religious 

actors. 
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The phrase “short-term mission” fosters an assumption developed in the post-

colonial era that the international religious interaction is characterized by one-way flows 

aimed at conversion (Velho 2009). Of course “historically, missionization has been 

associated with conversion,”(Stamatov 2010: 32), but this association is misleading for 

understanding flows of religious transnational connection and the diversity within 

international locales. Even among those religious groups historically interested in 

evangelization, “the sociocultural fate of the populations seem[ed] to be a higher priority 

than the question of individual salvation, which was for centuries the apparently 

indisputable keystone of the missionary endeavor” (Stamatov 2010: 38). The usage of 

“mission trip” terminology is more a historical connotation than an analytic description of 

what is actually occurring during travel. “Mission” could have a variety of meanings, 

from conversion activity to representing the “social mission” of a congregation.  

Moreover, the patterns among religious organizations in sponsoring this sort of 

activity suggest diversity instead of dominance by any one religious style. The modern 

decline of long-term missionaries from liberal denominations may have caused the 

appearance of complete withdrawal from foreign locales by Mainline denominations 

(Noll 2009). However, according to data on American congregations analyzed by 

Ammerman (2005), a full range of religious traditions are internationally engaged: 11% 

of Mainline congregations, 7% of Conservative Protestant congregations, and 7% of 

Catholic/Orthodox congregations support at least one denominational missionary or 

project overseas. Sikkink (2010) has shown that Mainline Protestant congregations 
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provide more money overseas because of stronger ties to major relief and development 

groups.  

There does appear to be a stronger orientation to short-term international 

immersion travel among Conservative Protestant religious groups. While over one-third 

(35%) of congregations reported a short-term mission or service trip in 2006, non-

Mainline congregations were more likely to do so (Sikkink 2010). Yet, data from the 

second wave of the National Congregations Study (Chaves and Anderson 2008) 

reinforces the popularity of immersion travel among a range of different denominations. 

Congregations in White Conservative Protestant denominations like Church of the 

Nazarene, Assemblies of God, and the Southern Baptist Conference report rates for 

international service trip travel of 46%, 36%, and 33% respectively. Still, White Mainline 

Protestant denominations are globally involved: the Presbyterian Church USA and 

American Baptist Conference report rates of 41% and 33%, respectively (Adler, Sikkink, 

and Beyerlein 2010). Aggregated by religious tradition, White Conservative Protestant 

congregations offer international service trips at the highest rates (34%), but White 

Mainline Protestants (21%) and Catholics (24%) are hardly disengaged.  

 I suggest that it is useful to consider to rename the whole field of short-term 

international immersion travel to indicate some commonality in the range of groups that 

support this alternative mode of transnational engagement. As a conceptual shortcut, I 

have begun to distinguish this field using the term STINT: Short Term International 
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immersion Travel. This concept includes a range of different types of trips, all of which 

share characteristics that I have outlined above.  

Table 2.1 provides a schematic breakdown to understand this field. The columns 

show the terminology used to refer to similar short-term international immersion travel, 

based on whether the travel is produced by religious or secular organizations. The rows 

distinguish the sphere of action. 

Table 2.1 Forms of Short-term International Immersion Travel 

Sphere of Action Secular Version Religious Version 

Political/Activist 

Zapatismo Solidarity Trips 
 

International Maquiladora 
Organizing 

Witness for Peace 
Delegations 

 
Christian Peacemaking 

Teams 

Civil 

Service Trips (Disaster Relief)
 

Alternative Spring Breaks 
 

Experiential Education Travel
 

Ecotourism 

Service Trips (Habitat for 
Humanity) 

 
Short-term Mission Trips 

 
Experiential Education 

Travel 

      
 

 BorderLinks would be located on the border of the two rows. Though its 

participants straddle the columns of this table, it is itself a faith-based organization.  
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2.6 Aspects of a Globally Engaged Religious Culture 

What explains the interest by religious organizations and persons in this particular 

mode of travel? 

The religious diversity of international engagement in short-term international 

engagement prompts a question of why American religious congregations across the 

board engage in this type of work. Narrative resources for such activity are easily found 

in scriptural reference. For example, the “Great Commission” from the Gospel of Mark is 

likely a core feature for more Evangelical-oriented trips. Alternatively, the injunction to 

“care for the least of these” from the Gospel of Matthew may inspire a more 

progressively religious trip. Religious groups may also connect with secularized versions 

of motivating narratives, such as to be in solidarity with “the oppressed” or a 

commitment to human rights (Kurasawa 2007). 

Why are these narrative ideas increasingly expressed through short-term 

international immersion travel over the last 30 years? American religious groups have 

long been understood as socially-engaged, relating matters of faith to public issues of the 

day, but this social engagement has an increasingly personal character (Wuthnow 2009). 

One avenue of answer is that global connectivity has penetrated most corners of the 

globe, with communication and travel pathways that would support international travel. 

In parallel, major changes in worldwide Christianity have occurred, shifting the Christian 

“center of gravity” to the global South (Guth 2009; Wuthnow 2009).  
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Beyond these global changes, I suggest that short-term immersion travel engages 

defining features of modern American identity and religiosity. Short-term immersion 

travel expresses cultural themes embedded in American culture, providing a venue for 

identity creation.  

A defining feature of American religion that would encourage international travel 

is an ongoing tension between religious individualism and communitarianism. Viewing 

religious commitments among the American middle-class, Madsen (2009) argues that 

both progressive and orthodox persons in American religion must navigate between 

personal religious seeking and community commitment (see also (Fischer 2011)). Some 

individuals engage in an ongoing pursuit of novelty that results in switching behavior 

between religious affiliations and belief bricolage. At the same time, individual seeking 

behavior is made possible by the structure of religious organizations and communities. 

Community-based religious activity, such as prayer, worship attendance, and social 

service volunteering all provide opportunities to deepen individual religious identity. 

These activities become part of the active way that people build up their faith, connecting 

them to institutions but also providing material for individual identity creation 

(Ammerman 2003).  

Short-term international immersion travel is a prime example of a community-

based religious practice that can aid individual identity projects. As a review of 

BorderLinks’ participants will show in Chapter Three, most of them are middle-class, 

connected with organizations that have resources but also encourage a global focus on 
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social responsibility. A large minority of participants have participated in more than one 

short-term international trip, suggesting that this particular activity has become a 

recurring religious practice. Short-term immersion travel, then, is a prime site to see how 

religious organizations and communities support a practice that builds community and 

simultaneously builds individual identities. 

Seeking out cross-cultural, beneficent experience is evidence of individual self-

development projects or “moral selving” (Allahyari 2000). Experiences such as short-

term immersion travel are means towards this goal. Ironically, the unique value of 

transnational experiential capital has likely declined as international travel became very 

accessible to core-world citizens. Prior to the 1970’s, the activity of foreign missionaries 

and Peace Corps volunteers was defined by long periods of time in inaccessible places. 

These activities required the self to depart for long periods of time to an unknown world. 

This made their activities’ moral benefits inaccessible to a wide swath of core-world 

citizens. These activities made participants virtuosi, so the activities were seen as for the 

virtuous. Such activities were known to the wider public as inaccessible transformative 

experiences with deeply meaningful results for individuals. With the growing 

accessibility of transnational experience, the value of transnational capital for self-

development is democratized.  

Short-term international immersion travel also cuts across the 

orthodox/progressive divide in American religion. An important contribution of 

Madsens’ (2009) research is to show how the broad category of American religion 

72



 

 

accommodates a range of different beliefs and practices in the ongoing individual-

community balance. Analyzing how the same activity can be “religious” to groups and 

individuals on different points of the spectrum requires looking beyond measures of 

orthodoxy (Bender 2003). Ammerman’s (1997) “Golden Rule Christians” concept is a 

useful example of how activity that might not appear “religious” in terms of language or 

belief statements can be nonetheless “religious” to the participating individuals and 

groups. For example, BorderLinks participants often define their particular form of travel 

against “short-term missions,” while claiming the religious nature of their travel.   

Another important feature of American religion that structures short-term 

immersion travel is a preference for personalism. Personalism—the prioritization of face-

to-face relationships as an important feature of human life and the belief in the power of 

individual relationships over institutional ones—is a defining feature of American civil 

society (Alexander 2006; Bellah et al. ; Reed and Alexander 2007). Personalism is not 

easily achieved: economic and demographic trends over the past few decades have made 

personal commitments to civil society through non-profit organizations more difficult and 

short-lived (Fischer 2011; Wuthnow 1991; Wuthnow 1998). Still, many Americans, 

particularly middle-class Americans, prioritize relationship-building as a key feature of 

practicing religious ideals and solving social problems (Baggett 2005; Becker 1998; 

Lichterman 1996). Importantly, this valuation of personalism cuts across lines of 

religious theology and orthodoxy (Becker 1998). 
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Personalism structures the short-term international immersion trip movement. At 

a very basic level, most participants could have stayed home to learn about foreign issues 

or contribute to foreign development or mission projects. Indeed, some commentators 

have used a sort of cost-benefit analysis to suggest just such a thing (Ver Beek 2008). 

However, this critical reading misses how personal relationships give meaning to the 

short-term immersion experience and create a tangible sense among travelers of having 

achieved something worthwhile in the course of travel (Bayt Priest). The personal 

interactions that travel participants seek in foreign locales are not an afterthought or a by-

product of travel; they are constitutive of what makes short-term immersion travel 

attractive. Without personal exchanges, participants might feel that the trip is mere 

tourism—the profane contrast to the sacred aspects of short-term international immersion 

travel. Indeed, the respect for an accountable, equitable personalism is a boundary that 

BorderLinks closely patrols as it advocates its brand of travel.  

 Another aspect of modern American religion that bolsters the attractiveness of 

short-term immersion travel is a desire for authenticity (Taylor 1991). The concept of 

authenticity has been a flashpoint for debates about tourism (Belhassen et al. 2008; 

Cohen 1988). Here, though, I am referring to the phenomenological experience of 

authenticity among travelers of “being true to one’s self” (Vannini and Franzese 2008). 

Experiences of authenticity occur as individuals do activities that generate reflexivity and 

awareness, allowing the “I” aspect of self to experience the emotional affirmation of 

having done what one wanted to do. The experience of authenticity may arise in 
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situations that require individuals to determine answers to the question, “Who am I?” 

(Taylor 1991). 

 Seeking the experience of authenticity is partially a solution to the problem of 

meaning-making in a pluralized, secular modernity (Taylor 1989a; Taylor 1991). One 

mode of producing authenticity is through the consumption of new, different places. The 

historical character of globalization, with its shortened distances, offers a chance to 

pursue authenticity in foreign places. The era is defined by a “radical upsurge in 

occasions for experiencing alterity” (Robbins 2009: 58), which can have profound, 

though sometimes unclear, impacts on religious identity, belief, and practices. As the 

organizations that promote short-term international immersion no doubt sense, such an 

experience of “self-formation and self-transcendence” (Joas 2000: 164) as found during 

travel can reconnect individuals to religious life.  

 Finally, these trips are an example of what David Smilde (2007) has called 

“imaginative rationality” in his analysis of conversion among South American 

Pentecostals. Imaginative rationality provides a way of understanding the seeming goal of 

short-term immersion travel behavior—going to the U.S.-Mexico border—in a way that 

is not purely goal-oriented since, after all, such cut-and-dry behavior violates the sense of 

larger purpose and meaning that participants in these trips articulate. Though participants, 

as we will see in the next chapter, can articulate rather utilitarian motives for participating 

in BorderLinks, these do not come near to exhausting how the experience of the trip 

influences participants, particularly in their own understanding of this process. 
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Participants articulate desires to transform themselves as a way of transforming a social 

problem much bigger than themselves. They assert that this focus on self-change is a 

moral act, since it is on behalf of distant others and based on faith about a larger process 

of social change. The concept of imaginative rationality prevents us from assuming that 

short-term immersion travel is merely tourism (or some other self-focused activity) in 

another guise. Instead, we must consider how the pragmatic choice to travel, and to care 

about political and economic processes undergirding immigration at the U.S.-Mexico 

border, is based on a trust that this travel will make a difference in a way that is quite 

impossible to know with any certainty (Joas 1997). Explaining that trust in the 

transforming nature of the travel experience is a core focus. Not surprisingly, short-term 

international immersion travel is particularly popular among segments of religious and 

educational institutions that value personal transformation as part of normative career for 

members of the organization (Howell and Dorr 2007; Robbins 2007; Smelser 2009). 

 

2.7 A Cultural Strategy of Transformation 

As we have seen, short-term international immersion trips have grown in popularity 

over the past thirty years. They have some features similar to tourism and pilgrimage, but 

other features that clearly distinguish them. They place participants in touch with distant 

suffering. They have been credited for helping motivate a range of political and civic 

behaviors, but also have been questioned. They are a familiar practice among a diverse 

range of religious groups, as well as secular organizations. Indeed, the particular 
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immersion trip producer analyzed here unites the various, conflicting features. With such 

diversity, what is the common thread? 

Short-term international immersion travel is a cultural strategy of social 

transformation through personal transformation. It is a method that uses travel to change 

participants through an intentionally-produced process of unsettling of time and space, 

introducing new experience and information, and promoting a response. I term this 

process “guided unsettledness.” This strategy is resource-intensive and spatially distinct, 

riding on the travel infrastructure and transnational awareness constructed by various 

processes of globalization. It prioritizes personalized cross-cultural contact for self-

benefit and abstracted communal benefit. This structure allows for great diversity in the 

specific activities and understandings that develop, leading to the diversity of travel that 

falls under the concept. Organizations that promote short-term immersion travel prioritize 

the experience as a powerfully authentic moment amid a stream of normal life. The trick 

is that it both promotes new behaviors and recommits individuals to pre-existing 

identities connected to feeder organizations.  

Such a cultural strategy of transformation relies on the ability (and hope) that 

“routine-shattering experiences” (Kelner 2002) will unsettle participants’ daily routines 

through entry into new social spaces and the encounter with social conditions that portray 

a radically different reality from that of normal life. Short-term immersion travel attempts 

to induce liminality and create comunitas (Kelner 2002; Smelser 2009). Trip producers 

create expectations among participants and sponsoring organizations about the possibility 
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to change individual lives and society at the same time. The unsettledness provides an 

opportunity for new interpretations, altered meanings and trajectories of future action to 

arise in contrast to the embodied dispositions and behaviors built on the regularity of 

action in participants’ lives. As a cultural strategy of transformation, these experiences 

are an institutionalized way that organizations introduce the expectation of, and material 

for, transformation to individuals, with divergent ideals as to the goal of transformation. 

Short-term immersion travel shares a cultural structure with pilgrimage, tourism, 

and other life experience that some analysts have traced as a defining element of social 

life for modern, Western societies which Smelser (2009) has called the “odyssey 

experience.” The odyssey experience involves leaving a home space, moving through 

time and place, and expecting a changed self upon return home.  

Such planned, powerful transformation is familiar to social movement recruitment 

(Jasper 1997; McAdam 1988; Munson 2009; Young 2001), but has similarities for certain 

types of religious conversion (Lofland and Skonovd 1981; Tipton 1982) and even total 

institutions (Goffman 1961). Short-term immersion travel is an approach that routinizes 

and channels transformation. While participants and sponsoring organizations may pose 

short-term immersion travel as completely distinct from normal institutional life it 

provides, in fact, only a partial, contiguous break. Short-term immersion travel can 

temporarily unsettle the rhythmic oscillation of participants’ daily life in organizational 

settings, providing a sort of organizational “time out” from settled contexts, daily 

routines, and taken-for-granted meanings. This strategy of action cultivates new 
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experiences that become the material for the sort of ongoing personal projects of 

transformation that sending organizations prioritize and support (Howell and Dorr 2007; 

Smelser 2009). Short-term immersion travel relies on instability but expects participants 

to reintegrate into normal times as changed selves. As Kelner (2002) has suggested after 

reviewing tourist and anthropological literature on similar experiences, these can produce 

both conservative and revolutionary outcomes in participants.  

 

2.8 Conclusion 

What outcomes do these trips produce? What happens in the pursuit of individual 

and social transformation through short-term immersion travel?  

Short-term international immersion travel is an important mode of transnational social 

action, one that develops through globalization in late modernity, one that is distinct from 

other modes of civic action and travel, one that contains diversity within the field, and 

one that articulates key cultural features of modern American religion. 

As a cultural strategy of transformation, these trips are filled with transnational 

interactions, emotions, new information, expectations for changes, messages about ethics, 

and embodied experience. The many facets of short-term trips seem to overload how and 

why short-term immersion travel can affect participants (and makes causal analysis that 

much more difficult). To this difficulty I now turn, beginning with a close look at who 

comes to BorderLinks, and why.   
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3. THE TOOLKITS OF TRAVEL: WHO TRAVELS WITH BORDERLINKS AND 
WHY 

 

In this chapter, I describe characteristics of BorderLinks participants, consider 

their diverse motivations for participation, and show one way how the organizational 

origins of participants pattern the cultural repertoires they carry into a BorderLinks trip. 

This chapter portrays the meaning of short-term international immersion travel, rooted in 

divergent streams of organizational recruitment, in a way that helps to explain the 

diversity of immersion experiences and outcomes that are detailed in other chapters 

(Munson 2009; Viterna 2006). 

I introduce BorderLinks participants through the lens of well-known factors that 

facilitate mobilization into social movements and may do so with short-term international 

immersion travel. The concept of mobilization is quite familiar to the study of social 

movements (Klandermans and Oegema 1987; McAdam 1986; McAdam and Paulsen 

1993; McCarthy and Zald 1973; Munson 2009), but is also used for explaining 

participation in religious and non-profit advocacy organizations (Barkan, Cohn, and 

Whitaker 1995; Snow 1984). The term mobilization is actually an umbrella concept for a 

number of factors—biographical, attitudinal, and organizational—which help explain 

how individuals come to participate in an activity that is considered different from 

normal, everyday life.  

These factors show that participation in short-term international immersion travel 

through BorderLinks is patterned in ways that distinguish BorderLinks participants from 
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American adults generally, as well from other cases of international immersion travel. 

Introducing the BorderLinks participants this way also gives a sense of marked 

dissimilarity among them. The “average” BorderLinks participant is a well-educated, 

middle-class, young, white woman, but participants vary greatly in terms of political 

behaviors, religious beliefs, emotions, and interest in immigration.  

In the second half of the chapter, I use this diversity among participants to explore 

the role of cultural repertories in mobilization. Diversity among participants is structured 

by the feeder organizations that promote and facilitate the participation of individuals in 

BorderLinks. Feeder organizations are well-known in social movement literature, with 

churches and colleges as familiar examples (McAdam 1986; Morris 1986; Munson 

2009). As I show, feeder organizations help to explain how the seemingly similar 

decision to participate in the same immersion travel experience (a BorderLinks trip) can 

have very different meanings for participants. Feeder organizations, through their 

collation of similar individuals and mutually-shared patterns of behavior, produce distinct 

“toolkits of travel”: repertories of meaning, interpretation, and emotion which influence 

how participants enter into a BorderLinks trip.  

 The feeder organizations related to BorderLinks can be grouped into four types: 

religious colleges (13% of participants), secular college/universities (43% of 

participants), congregations (33% of participants), and professional religious groups 

(11% of participants). The first three types are characterized by the dominant purpose of 

organizational activity: education or religious fellowship. The two college types are 
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distinguished from each other by whether the organization has an overt religious 

affiliation. The practical meaning of this is that groups from religious colleges are usually 

connected to a theology class and/or a campus ministry department. The fourth type of 

feeder organization is comprised of various groupings of professional religious leaders 

that coalesce outside of congregations. This includes seminarians and clergy-only study 

groups.  

In the second half of this chapter, I use two different methods to explore the 

motivations of BorderLinks participants. I use multivariate logistic regression to show 

how motivations for participation may be influenced by certain aspects of mobilization, 

particularly feeder organizations. I also use correspondence analysis and plots to show 

some aspects of cultural repertoires that exist among BorderLinks participants. In 

particular, I show how feeder organizations structure participants’ views of immigration 

causality, activist behavior, and emotions.    

 The purpose of this chapter is to show what causes participant diversity within 

the BorderLinks organization and how this diversity affects the experience of the same 

type of immersion trip. This is important because participant diversity that exists prior to 

the BorderLinks trip helps us to understand factors outside of the trip that influence both 

experience and post-trip change. Portrayals of short-term international immersion travel 

have often indirectly suggested a homogeneity among trips, treating participants and their 

experiences similarly despite differences in organizational origins (Howell and Dorr 

2007; Priest and Priest 2008; Ver Beek 2006; Wuthnow 2009). While a level of in-group 
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homogeneity is likely for any one group, the assumption of homogeneity across 

immersion groups handicaps understanding how the differences of organizational origin 

produce different outcomes (McAdam and Brandt 2009; Mische 2007). The homogeneity 

assumption can also lead to portrayals in which participation is too quickly explained by 

only the psychological profiles of participants or under-theorized mobilization accounts 

(Ver Beek 2006; Wuthnow 2009).  

The organizational site of BorderLinks offers an opportunity to see how cultural 

repertories are associated with mobilization factors. This helps to understand how the  

multiple pathways individuals may take into the same activity bring different cultural 

meanings and motives (Munson 2009; Viterna 2006). In this sense, participation in 

immersion travel is itself an outcome and an opportunity to understand the relation 

between individual characteristics, feeder organizations, and the meaning of social action. 

 

3.1 Basic Characteristics1 

Table 3.1 presents the basic demographic characteristics of BorderLinks 

participants.2 The second column in Table 3.1 provides a comparison group of American 

adults from the 2008 General Social Survey. 

                                                 
1  A methodology overview is available in the first chapter. The response rate for the survey, which was 
provided to 217 members of 21 different groups, was 82.9%. 

2 For comparison purposes to the population of American adults, the first column in Table 3.1 only includes 
BorderLinks participants aged 18 and older. Fourteen percent of the BorderLinks sample were under the 
age of 18.  
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Table 3.1 Demographics for BorderLinks Adult Participants, American Adults, and Comparison Studies 

                       

  
BorderLinks 

Adults 
American Adults 

(1,4) 
Witness for 

Peace Adults (2) 
 

BorderLinks 
Adult Church 

Members 
w/Monthly 
Worship 

Attendance 

Global Issues 
Survey Adults 

(3) 

  n   n   n n n 

White 86% 155 78% 2023 96% 452 84% 83 79% 47 

Some College 
Education*** 

98%ª 133 55% 2017 90% 452 
 

98% 83 60% 47 

Female* 63% 155 53% 2023 52% 452 59% 83 45% 47 

Median Annual 
Household Incomeᵇ $82,500 129 $50,233 $116,783 $58,873 452 

                       
Data sources: 1. General Social Survey, 2008; 2. Smith, 1996; 3. Wuthnow 2009; 4. Statistical Abstract of the United States, 2009. Global Issues 
Survey data are from American adult church members that attend worship services at least once a month (n=2231). Data reported here are from 
subset that participated in a mission trip in the previous year (2.1% of active church members=47). 
ª Completed college level for BorderLinks' adult participants was 44%. An additional 54% of participants were enrolled in college. 
ᵇ Median annual household income reported for BorderLinks is the midpoint of range for the median income question category. Witness for Peace 
amount is inflation-adjusted from 1987 to 2009. Statistical test between BorderLinks adults and American adults not possible due to question 
differences 
* p<.05   ** p<.01   *** p<.001 
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An average BorderLinks participant is likely to be a white, well-educated female 

from a middle-class household. BorderLinks participants are significantly different in 

education (p<.001) and sex (p<.05) than the general American adult population.  

The racial makeup of BorderLinks participants is predominantly white, though 

only slightly more so than American adults in general. The prevalence of women in 

BorderLinks travel is initial evidence of the channeling effect of feeder organizations that 

participate in BorderLinks. Participants overwhelmingly come from educational 

institutions and liberal religious organizations.  

Participants in BorderLinks are either well educated or on their way to being so. 

Twenty-six percent of participants already have a Master’s degree or more. An additional 

72% have a bachelor’s degree or are in the process of getting one. This, too, is evidence 

of feeder organizations, since a majority of participants come to BorderLinks through an 

educational institution. In comparison to American adults, this group is distinctly defined 

by educational attainment.  

The majority of BorderLinks participants come from households that make more 

than $60,000 a year, with only 10% coming from households that make less than $30,000 

a year. Though respondent household size is not known, this suggests that participants 

have access to more financial resources than American adults in general. As participants 

incur the costs related to BorderLinks participation they likely have relatively greater 

wherewithal than the general population to provide these finances.   
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While it is useful to note the differences between BorderLinks participants and 

American adults in general, this tells us little about them in comparison to persons that 

participate in a similar short-term immersion activity. From the small literature on short-

term international immersion travel, I have identified two comparison groups which may 

help to contextualize BorderLinks participants.  

The first comparison group is comprised of participants from Witness for Peace 

delegations that travelled to Central America during the 1980’s to learn about American 

support of violent, repressive military regimes (Smith 1996). BorderLinks in fact was 

designed by people familiar with Witness for Peace. The second comparison group is 

comprised of participants in short-term mission trips drawn from a nationally 

representative sample of adult American church-goers (Wuthnow 2009). The Global 

Issues Survey (GIS) asked respondents whether they had participated in an international 

mission trip during the previous year.3 Since many participating congregations refer to 

their participation in BorderLinks as a version of a mission trip, this provides an ideal 

comparison group. To facilitate the comparison with this national sample of church-

goers, the second-to-last column in Table 3.1 shows a sub-sample of those BorderLinks 

participants that report attending worships services monthly or more. Not enough 

information is provided in these sources for tests of statistical difference. 

BorderLinks participants have similar levels of education as Witness for Peace 

participants. However, BorderLinks participants are racially more diverse. BorderLinks 

                                                 
3 See page 294, note 35. Wuthnow, Robert. 2009. Boundless Faith: The Global Outreach of American 
Churches. Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press. 
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participants are more likely to be female and come from households with substantially 

higher median incomes. The difference in incomes is possibly related to differences in 

age characteristics, which will be explored below in reference to biographical 

availability. 

Compared to church-goers who have gone on international mission trips, 

BorderLinks participants are more likely to be white, have more education, and be 

female. The large difference in education is likely due to BorderLinks’ supply of young 

people from colleges and universities who attend religious services. 

The profile here suggests, not surprisingly, that participants in a BorderLinks trip 

are different than the American adult population at large. In common with both Witness 

for Peace and congregational mission trip participants, BorderLinks participants have the 

financial resources to put towards such a resource-intensive from of international civic 

engagement. Like participants from both the comparison groups, the educational levels of 

BorderLinks participants may orient them towards internationally cosmopolitan activities 

that emphasize learning and encountering diversity (Norris 2000). The relatively high 

level of female participation in BorderLinks, compared to other groups, is striking. As we 

will see in the next section, since BorderLinks participants are younger than comparison 

groups, female participants in particular may have less of the relationship obligation 

hurdles that older female participants may encounter when participating in church-based 

mission trips (Wuthnow 2009).  
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3.2 Biographical Availability 

The concept of biographical availability covers a number of factors that produce 

the relative personal freedom to become involved in activist activity (Beyerlein and Hipp 

2006a; McAdam 1986; McCarthy and Zald 1973). Despite familiar characterizations of 

activists as constraint-free students or older folks, actual studies of biographical 

availability produce mixed results about the impact of biographical characteristics 

(Beyerlein and Hipp 2006a). Biographical availability most likely constrains participation 

in a pre-action phase of willingness to consider participation in an activity (Beyerlein and 

Hipp 2006a). Persons with work and marital commitments face more constraint on 

willingness to engage in activism, but once willing, these characteristics no longer 

operate as constraints. The result is that, among those who actually participate, 

biographical characteristics may not strongly distinguish participants. Participating in a 

BorderLinks trip is clearly not identical to participation in longer-term, high-risk activism 

that the concept of biographical availability is particularly useful for, but to what extent is 

participation in BorderLinks influenced by biographical availability?   

Among all BorderLinks participants, about half (52%) are under the age of 

twenty-two. However, as Figure 3.1 shows, there is quite an age range among 

participants, with most participants falling within a few age groupings that correspond to 

distinct life stages such as young adulthood and retirement. The wide range of ages is 

generally in line with the finding that biographical availability does not strongly 

distinguish participants after a stage of willingness. However, the patterning at particular 
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life stages is also a reflection of the feeder organizations that tend to promote short-term 

international immersion, particularly educational organizations. 

 

Figure 3.1 Age Distribution of BorderLinks Participants 

 

How free are participants with their personal time?  Not surprisingly, given an age 

distribution that leans towards youth, 63% of participants are currently involved in some 

form of study, whether high school, college, or graduate work. Only seven percent of 

BorderLinks participants are retired. Figure 3.2 shows that among age groupings of post-

college aged adults (22+ years old), the mean level of work is equivalent to full-time. 
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Students may be more biographically available because of their lack of work constraints, 

but working actually does not prevent individuals from participating in BorderLinks.  

Figure 3.2 Mean Hours Worked by Age Category 

 

Individuals may have family obligations that constrain their availability for 

participation in BorderLinks. Though the survey instrument did not inquire about 

children, my own observations suggested that very few participants under the age of 

thirty had children. Given the age characteristics, it may not be surprising that nearly 50% 

of participants are single. To examine whether relationship status does actually impinge 

on participation, Figure 3.3 shows relationship status by the age grouping of participants. 
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Among the upper two age categories, married and partnered relationships are quite 

common which suggests that they do not prevent participation. 

Figure 3.3 Relationship Status by Age Category 

 

Table 3.2 compares the age and relationship status of adult BorderLinks 

participants to Witness for Peace and congregational mission trip participants. The table 

reaffirms the relative youth of BorderLinks participants. The mean age for adult 

participants is fourteen years below the mean of the American adult public (p<.001). The 

mean age, even after removing non-adults, is quite low compared to Witness for Peace 

participants. Since mean age was not available for the comparison group of short-term 

mission trip participants, I included that survey’s category for respondents between the 
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ages of thirty years and 49 years. About two-thirds of congregational mission trip 

participants fall in this age range, but only 43% of church-going BorderLinks participants 

do. Only 31% of adult BorderLinks participants are in a married or committed long-term 

relationship. This is in marked contrast to the marriage rates of all three comparison 

groups in Table 3.2 and significantly different from American adults (p<.001). However, 

instead of suggesting that individuals participate in BorderLinks because they have few 

relational constraints, this data is mostly a corroboration of the age tilt towards young 

ages in BorderLinks trips, such that those who do participate have few relational 

constraints. 
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Table 3.2 Comparison of Biographical Availability for BorderLinks Adult Participants 

                       

  
BorderLinks 

Adults 
American 
Adults (1) 

Witness for 
Peace Adults (2) 

 

BorderLinks Adult 
Church Members 

w/Monthly 
Worship 

Attendance 

Global Issues 
Survey Adults 

(3) 

n n n n n 

Age (mean)*** 32 153 46 2020 45 452 38 83 

Age: 30-59 years 29% 153 57% 2020 43% 83 64% 47 

Marriedª *** 31% 154 57% 2026 51% 452 45% 82 69% 47 

                       
Data sources: 1. General Social Survey, 2008; 2. Smith, 1996; 3. Wuthnow 2009. Global Issues Survey data are from American adult church 
members that attend worship services at least once a month (n=2231). Data reported here are from subset that participated in a mission trip in 
the previous year (2.1% of active church members=47). 

ª Married amount includes “committed, partnered relationship” for BorderLinks participants. 

* p<.05   ** p<.01   *** p<.001 
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Travel organizations do target, and are sought out by, groups with large segments 

of free time—high schoolers during the summer, college students during spring breaks, 

retirees throughout the year—since it is generally easier to get more of these people to 

participate. However, the descriptive statistics above have also shown that people outside 

those groupings that have considerable constraints, such as stable relationships or jobs, 

also participate in BorderLinks. Participation in BorderLinks may be less about how 

aspects of biographical availability occur among individuals and more about how 

organizations populated by individuals with distinct demographic characteristics 

differentially seek out a BorderLinks experience for their members.  

As a caveat, the data has no way to study the role of biographical characteristics 

on willingness to participate, the first stage of biographical availability. It is possible that 

biographical characteristics affect willingness to participate on these sorts of trips. 

However, given the short-term nature of this type of activity, biographical constraints, 

while real, would likely be less of a burden on willingness to participate than for types of 

high-risk activism. 

 

3.3 Civic Participation and Organizational Affiliations 

Though there are important cases of individuals spontaneously coming to 

participate in activism (Jasper and Poulsen 1995; Munson 2009), a recurring finding is 

the influence of organizational affiliations for producing civic interest, issue familiarity, 

and behaviors of engagement (Fernandez and McAdam 1988; Morris 1986; Smith 1996; 
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Zald and McCarthy 1998). Civic organizations provide not only a central nexus to gain 

information about a range of social issues, they also generate relationships and identities 

that encourage particular understandings and favored ways of interacting with the social 

world (Mische 2007; Passy 2003; Wood 2002). Analysts generally agree on the 

importance of associational involvement for promoting civic participation, particularly in 

a voluntarist society (Lichterman 2005; Lichterman 2006; Wuthnow 1998). Participation 

in organizations can have both direct and indirect effects on whether individuals become 

involved in a range of civic activities (Beyerlein and Hipp 2006b; Verba, Schlozman, and 

Brady 1995).  

A section of the BorderLinks survey asked respondents about their involvement in 

a number of different organizations: labor unions, political parties, environmental or 

conservation groups, social service or charitable organizations, human rights or advocacy 

groups related to immigration or Central American issues, and human rights or advocacy 

groups not related to human rights or Central American issues. By no means is this 

exhaustive of types of civic associations. Instead, this list introduces distinctive types of 

associations that reflect different styles of civic involvement as well as different topical 

interests. For each type of civic affiliation, participants were asked whether they belong 

and are active; belong but are not active; no longer belong but used to; or have never 

belonged. Only 3% reported never belonging to any of these groups. The median number 

of affiliations is three.  The median number of active affiliations is one. Nearly three-

quarters (73%) of participants are active in at least one of these types of groups.   

95



 

 

Table 3.3 provides frequencies related to each civic association.4  Charitable or 

social service organizations are the most popular type of affiliation, with 82% of 

participants belonging to this type of group at some point in their life. The most common 

active organizational affiliation is also social service or charity groups, with 40% of 

participants currently active in these groups. In contrast, labor groups are the 

organizational type that most participants have never belonged to (91%). In comparison 

to American adults, BorderLinks adults are slightly more involved with partisan politics 

(p<.05), but significantly less tied to labor union groups (p<.001). This lack of familiarity 

with unionized labor issues actually provides room for change during the trip given the 

labor issues emphasized along the U.S.-Mexico border zone (Bickham Mendez 2005). 

                                                 
4 This analysis of organizational affiliations includes all participants in BorderLinks, both non-adults and 
adults, except where noted.  
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Table 3.3 Organizational Affiliations for BorderLinks Participants 

            

Type of Group 
Belong 

and 
active 

Belong but 
not active 

No 
longer 
belong 

but used 
to 

Have never 
belonged 

n 

Environmental or conservation groups 14% 18% 14% 53% 175 

Charitable or social service groups/organizations 40% 20% 22% 18% 175 

Human rights or advocacy organization related to 
immigration or Central American issues 

14% 9% 4% 73% 177 

Human rights or advocacy organization not related to 
immigration or Central American issues 

21% 10% 10% 58% 175 

Labor union (BorderLinks adults only)*** 1% 4% 5% 90% 152 

          Labor union (American adults¹) 12% 10% 19% 60% 1479

Political party (BorderLinks adults only)* 12% 38% 7% 43% 153 

          Political party (American adults¹) 14% 29% 4% 53% 1479

Politicized groups (non-immigration human rights/advocacy, 
and/or labor union, and/or political party) 

33% 30% 9% 28% 180 

            
Data source: 1. General Social Survey, 2004 
* p<.05   ** p<.01   *** p<.001 
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The last row of Table 3.3 shows a re-categorization that includes organizations 

whose activity is likely more political than charitable: labor, advocacy, and political 

organizations. We see that 72% of participants reported having been a member of one of 

these types of groups at some point.5   However, only 33% are active in any of these 

types of groups. While this is not drastically lower than the percentage of participants 

active in charitable organizations, the overlap (or lack thereof) between these types of 

activities is important for understanding how these affiliations distinguish participants.  

Only 18% of participants are currently active in both a charitable/social service 

and a politicized group, suggesting that these affiliations articulate different modes of 

civic engagement that vary in their legitimacy among participants. There is further 

partitioning between these types of organizations that supports this conclusion: 22% of 

participants are active in only a charitable group while 15% of participants active only in 

a politicized group. Clearly, there is segmentation among BorderLinks participants in the 

types of organizational affiliations they actively hold which align them with diverse 

visions of civic responsibility and legitimate forms of engagement (Poplielarz and 

McPherson 1995).  

The affiliation questions also allow some insight into the popularity among 

BorderLinks participants of organizations involved with particular issues: environmental 

issues, human rights issues related to immigration, and human rights issues not related to 

immigration. The least popular topical affiliation is with immigration: only 23% of 

                                                 
5 The immigration advocacy group is excluded here, but will be analyzed below. 
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BorderLinks participants are affiliated with immigration advocacy organizations. In 

comparison, 31% of respondents belong to organizations that advocate on other issues 

and 33% belong to environmental organizations. While a quarter of BorderLinks 

participants do show some formal involvement with immigration-related organizations, 

this is not the most common issue orientation. This suggests a margin for possible change 

among BorderLinks participants to increase involvement in immigration-related 

organizations after their BorderLinks experience.  

As the organizational partitioning suggests, some pre-trip types of affiliation may 

support post-trip immigration involvement more than others. Of participants that report 

belonging to an immigration advocacy group, 75% report active involvement with a more 

“political” group, while only 55% report active involvement with a charitable group. 

There is an affinity between affiliation with politicized groups and immigration 

advocacy, but less so between affiliation in charitable/social service organizations and 

immigration advocacy organizations. It is impossible to know the causal nature of this 

relationship, but it does suggest that among participants not yet involved in immigration 

advocacy, some may be more likely to do so in the future given their current 

organizational affiliation pattern (political over charitable).  

Respondents were also asked about involvement in a religious congregation, as 

shown in Table 3.4.6  Particularly given the connection between religious organizations 

and this form of travel (Nepstad 2004; Smith 1996; Wuthnow 2009), we would expect 

                                                 
6 For comparison purposes, the analysis of religious attendance only includes adult BorderLinks 
participants. 
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some connection between religious involvement and experiential immersion travel. 

About half (41%) of adult participants attend religious services weekly or more, but 46% 

do so only rarely or not at all. The distribution of religion worship attendance is 

significantly different than among American adults (p<.05). 
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Table 3.4 Comparison of BorderLinks Adult Participants Worship Attendance 

             

Attendance 
BorderLinks 

Adults 
American 
Adults (1) 

Witness 
for Peace 
Adults (2) 

 

BorderLinks Adult 
Church Members 

w/Monthly Worship 
Attendance 

Global Issues 
Survey Adults 

(3) 

Never* 20% 22% 

Less than monthly 26% 32% 

1-3 times a month 12% 21% 
58%ª 76% 92% 

Weekly or more 41% 26% 

n  154 2019 452 83 47 

             
Data sources: 1. General Social Survey, 2008; 2. Smith, 1996; 3. Wuthnow 2009. Global Issues Survey data are from American 
adult church members that attend worship services at least once a month (n=2231). Data reported here are from subset that 
participated in a mission trip in the previous year (2.1% of active church members=47). 
ª Witness for Peace value for those that “regularly attend” worship services 

* p<.05   ** p<.01   *** p<.001 
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In comparison to Witness for Peace and congregational mission trip delegations, 

BorderLinks participants attend religious services less often. This partitioning of religious 

service attendance among BorderLinks participants may suggest the impact of 

educational feeder organizations that catch young people at the low point in a typical 

lifetime religious attendance cycle. It may also be due to liberal religious backgrounds, 

for which regular worship attendance is not the dominant form of religiosity (Ammerman 

1997).  

How does the level of religious attendance associate with other organizational 

affiliations? Among those participants that attend religious service weekly or more, only 

19% are active in a politicized organization, whereas 44% of those who never attend are 

active in a politicized organization. A similar pattern holds between attendance and 

involvement in an immigrant advocacy group: 8% of frequent religious service attendees 

are active in an immigration advocacy group, but twice that amount of non-attenders 

(16%) are.  

The organizational affiliations show that BorderLinks participants are involved in 

different types of civic organizations, though with relatively little involvement in 

organizations that specifically engage in immigration issues. The organizational 

affiliations also reveal noticeable segmentation among participants regarding the types of 

organizations. The different contours among participants in organizational affiliation 

likely influence how participants understand their participation in immersion travel. 
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These affiliation differences may also shape the preferences of participants for 

organizational affiliations after their BorderLinks experience.  

 

3.4 Social Networks  

The potential influence of social networks on the mobilization process is well 

known, revealing how connections to current activists and the density of activist 

networks both encourage participation (McAdam and Paulsen 1993; Opp and Gern 1993; 

Passy 2001b). In this section, I explore some aspects of BorderLinks participants’ social 

networks. 

Though I do not have useful data on the characteristics of participants’ close 

network of friends, the research included other angles from which to observe how 

relationships may influence participation in BorderLinks.7  

First, the survey included questions about whether respondents had participated in 

a BorderLinks trip before. In the twenty-one separate travel groups represented in the 

sample, six had a current participant that had been on a BorderLinks trip before. Of these 

six trips that included a person familiar with BorderLinks, five of the trips were led by a 

person who had been on a trip with BorderLinks. This familiarity with BorderLinks may 

                                                 
7 The survey instrument included a section that asked respondents about the characteristics of the up to 
three closest persons to themselves. Unfortunately, this portion of the survey had a very high non-
participation rate. The non-participation may have been out of a concern for confidentiality, but it may also 
be related to the placement of this section of the survey, about three-quarters of the way through. Non-
participation in this portion of the survey did not influence non-participation elsewhere in the survey. 
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be a useful tool for organizing the participation of others, since it allows for personal 

testimonials about the importance and impact of this type of activity (Snow, Zurcher, and 

Sheldon 1980). It was common in the course of my observation to hear participants refer 

to travel testimonials they had heard from previous BorderLinks participants in their 

feeder organizations. When participants mentioned this, they overwhelmingly recounted 

the way these former participants had encouraged participation, noting how the trip had 

influenced their lives.  

The survey included questions that tapped potential constraining ties, specifically  

whether participants had to overcome disagreement about their participation from 

someone. Disagreement from a personal interaction could constrain participation 

(McAdam 1986; McAdam and Paulsen 1993). Almost one-fifth of participants reported 

that someone they were not close to expressed disapproval. It is impossible to know 

whether constraining ties influenced potential participants to not join, but this is evidence 

that disapproval was not by itself strong enough to fully prevent participation in a 

BorderLinks trip.  

In addition to disapproval from non-participants, potential participants might 

encounter flagging support from other potential participants who decide not to 

participate. About one-quarter of participants reported having a friend that was supposed 

to come with their specific BorderLinks group but decided not to. Also, 22% of 

participants reported trying to get someone to come on the trip who did not actually end 

up coming. This shows that some level of participant fluctuation exists within groups in 
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the lead-up to a BorderLinks trip, but that participants can overcome these developments 

which might otherwise produce second-guessing. 

We can also look at the level of in-group connections among participants to gauge 

how pre-existing ties among group members facilitate participation (Gould 1991). When 

asked how many fellow trip takers respondents knew on a first-name basis prior to the 

trip, 31% of participants reported knowing everyone in their group. The median 

percentage of fellow-trip takers that participants claimed to personally know was 48%. 

This implies that participants tended to be personally familiar with about half of their 

delegation group. This level of pre-existing relational connection is despite the fact that 

most BorderLinks groups are relatively ad hoc, without long histories of group identity. 

The median number of meetings reported by respondents for a group prior to travel was 

only four. Despite the somewhat low level of cohesive group interaction prior to travel, 

existing connections to familiar others does provide support for participating in 

BorderLinks travel. 

Finally, the survey included a measure of perceived group cohesion (Bollen and 

Hoyle 1990). The perceived cohesion scale was based on two items that measured how 

much pride a participant felt in their group and how much a participant felt a sense of 

belonging in the group. The summed values of these two items ranged from two 

(participant felt no pride in their group and no sense of belonging in the group) to 10 

(participant strongly felt pride in their group and a sense of belonging in their group). 

Only 2% of participants reported the lowest level of perceived group cohesion, while 
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22% reported the highest level.  The mean level of perceived group cohesion was 8, 

suggesting that participants generally perceived a substantial amount of cohesion in their 

group prior to the actual BorderLinks trip. 

 

3.5 Civic and Political Behavior 

As the review of organizational affiliations showed above, there is a high level of 

participation among participants in various civic organizations. Beyond affiliation, 

though, the types of civic and political behaviors that people are involved in are important 

for understanding participation in BorderLinks.8  A history of political and/or civic 

behavior is a common predictor for social movement participation (McAdam 1986; 

Morris 1986; Polletta 2006; Smith 1996). However, the emergence of “pathway” research 

has emphasized the heterogeneous routes of participants, such that pre-existing activist 

behavior may only be important to some pathways (Munson 2009; Viterna 2006). In this 

section I present the types of civic and political actions among BorderLinks participants. 

As shown in Table 3.5, BorderLinks participants engage in an array of civic 

activities, with 72% having volunteered for more than ten hours during an average month 

in the previous year. As a sign of general social compassion, 68% have given assistance 

to a homeless person or someone in need during the previous year. This is only slightly 

higher than that among American adults generally (and not significantly different than the 

                                                 
8 A particularly interesting analysis would be the intersection of types of actions with organizational 
affiliations. Due to survey limitations, however, it is not possible to connect the behaviors discussed in this 
section with specific organizational affiliations discussed earlier.  
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American public). Of BorderLinks participants eligible to vote in the Presidential election 

of 2008 (e.g., not too young and not a foreign citizen), 97% reported voting. In 

comparison, only 76% of American adults did, representing a significant difference in 

political engagement (p<.05).
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Table 3.5 Comparison of BorderLinks Adults Civic and Political Activity 

        

  BorderLinks Adults American Adults  

  % n % n 

Volunteered for 10 hours during average month 72% 

Given food or money to a homeless person in the past 12 
months 

68% 155 66% (1) 1324 

Voted in 2008 Presidential election* 97% 132 78% (2) 1054 

          

Data sources: 1. General Social Survey, 2004; 2. American National Election Study, 2008 

* p<.05   ** p<.01   *** p<.001 
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The survey of BorderLinks participants included a section on types of political 

activity, similar to the questions from the 2004 edition of the General Social Survey. 

These questions, shown in Table 3.6, asked whether participants had done a certain 

activity in the previous twelve months, had done it in the more distant past, had not done 

the activity but might, and whether they had not done the activity and would not. For 

comparison purposes, this section only reports statistics for BorderLinks participants 18 

years or older. On all items for which comparative GSS data were available, BorderLinks 

adults were more engaged (p<.001).
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Table 3.6 Comparison of BorderLinks Adults Political Activity 

  
Done it in the past 

12 months 
Done it in the 

more distant past 
Not done it, but 

might 
Have not done it 

and will not 

Activity 
BorderLinks 

Adults 
U.S. 

Adults 
BorderLinks 

Adults 
U.S. 

Adults 
BorderLinks 

Adults 
U.S. 

Adults 
BorderLinks 

Adults 
U.S. 

Adults 
Attended community meetings to 
support or oppose local issues*** 

39% 13% 24% 19% 35% 41% 2% 27% 

Signed a petition or wrote a letter to 
support the rights of migrants*** 

24% 
 

20% 
 

54% 
 

3% 
 

Signed petitions for some other 
social, environmental, or political 
cause 

63% 35% 19% 32% 18% 23% 1% 10% 

Contacted or appeared in the media to 
express your views*** 

16% 6% 19% 9% 51% 47% 15% 39% 

Contacted elected officials to express 
your support for the rights of 
immigrants 

13% 
 

11% 
 

69% 
 

7% 
 

Contacted elected officials to express 
your social/political views on other 
issues*** 

40% 22% 19% 21% 36% 38% 4% 19% 

Participated in public demonstrations, 
protests, or marches*** 

31% 6% 31% 13% 31% 43% 7% 38% 

Committed non-violent civil 
disobedience or tax resistance 

2%   10%   59%   29%   

                  
Data source for “U.S. Adults”: General Social Survey, 2004 
Note: Actual questions from the General Social Survey are as follows: “Attended a political meeting or rally,” “Signed a petition,” Contacted or 
appeared in the media to express your views,” “Contacted, or attempted to contact, a politician or a civil servant to express your views,” “Took 
part in a demonstration” 
* p<.05   ** p<.01   *** p<.001 
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The most common political activity among BorderLinks participants is signing a 

petition or letter. Over three quarters of BorderLinks participants (82%) have signed a 

petition at some point in their lives, with 63% having done so in the previous year. This is 

almost twice the 35% of American adults that reported doing so in the previous year. For 

other forms of low-risk political activity, 39% of BorderLinks participants reported 

attending a community meeting in the previous year, 40% reported contacting elected 

officials in the previous year, and 16% reported contacting the media in the previous 

year. On each of these measures of political activity, BorderLinks participants were more 

active than American adults.  

Concerning more high-risk political activity, 62% of BorderLinks participants 

reported participating in a protest or march at some point in their lives, with 31% having 

done so in the previous year. Again, BorderLinks participants are more politically active 

that the general adult population, with only 6% of American adults having participated in 

a protest or march in the previous year. For the most high risk activity—non-violent civil 

disobedience—10% of BorderLinks participants reported doing this in the past, with 2% 

doing it in the previous year. As a group, BorderLinks participants are distinctly more 

politically active than American adults. Though, as with American adults, there is a 

spectrum of involvement, with the most high-risk activities having the lowest levels 

involvement.  

In comparison to participants in Witness for Peace, BorderLinks may be less 

involved in high-risk activities. About 77% of Witness for Peace respondents had 
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participated in marches or protests prior to their travel, compared to 62% of BorderLinks 

participants. This may be an artificial difference, though, since the question for Witness 

for Peace participants included a greater range of possible activities. Still, Witness for 

Peace participants were 25% percentage points higher than BorderLinks participants in 

reporting involvement with civil disobedience or tax resistance. The general story painted 

here is that BorderLinks participants are distinct from the American adult population 

concerning civic and political engagement, but not quite as radical as Witness for Peace 

travelers to Central America during the 1980’s. 

As reported above with organizational affiliation, considering overlap between the 

preferred political activities of BorderLinks participants is instructive. Of respondents 

that have ever done the most popular political activity—signing a petition—54% have 

also contacted an elected official. Among respondents that had not done signed a petition 

in their lives, only 9% had ever contacted an elected official. Among participants that had 

ever signed a petition, 58% had also participated in a protest, march or demonstration, 

while among those who had never signed a petition, only 5% had participated in a 

protest, march, or demonstration. There appears to be a strong relationship between 

lower-risk political activities and participation in higher risk activities among 

BorderLinks participants. The popular activity of signing petitions may even act 

something like a gateway political activity that greases the wheels of riskier political 

activity. One caveat should be mentioned here: the relatively young age of the 

BorderLinks population may depress levels of reported civic and political activity such 
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that participants have had little opportunity in their young adult lives to become civically 

and politically involved. 

Just as important as political activities done or never to be done, are those which 

participants have not done but might. This is the marginal space for change in behavior 

that may be impacted by participation in a BorderLinks trip. The level of willingness 

among BorderLinks participants to be involved in political activities they have not done 

before is sizeable. According to Table 3.6, about one-third of participants said they had 

not, but might consider, attending a meeting, protesting, or participating in nonviolent 

action. Some participants will not consider some activities, however.  About 15% of 

participants say they have not and will not contact media to express their views, with 

29% of participants feeling similarly about nonviolence. 

Among the list of political activities in Table 3.6 are two types of activities 

oriented towards the specific issue that BorderLinks is focused on: immigration. While 

63% of participants have signed a petition in the last year, only 24% of participants 

reported signing an immigration-related petition. Similarly, while 40% reported 

contacting a politician in the past year, only 13% reported contacting a politician in the 

last year about immigration issues. This suggests that BorderLinks participants may be 

familiar with the general form of a political activity but they have not connected that 

activity with the topic of immigration, resulting in a large marginal space for potential 

change in behavior. One hope of BorderLinks is that this connection between political 

activity and topic may change through immersion travel participation.  
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One final political behavior deserves mention because of the connection with 

immigration. One of the more visible actions of the current immigrant rights movement 

were the May 2006 marches for immigrant rights across the United State. About 14% of 

BorderLinks participants reported participation in these marches.  

 

3.6 Movement Culture  

As cycles of protest come and go, the personal history of activism lives on in the 

memory and identity of individual activists (McAdam 1989; Nepstad 2008). The 

connection through history and identity to previous movements can provide a base for 

easier mobilization into new activities (Nepstad 2008). To what extent do connections to 

earlier cycles of protest characterize BorderLinks participants?   

Among BorderLinks participants there is some level of connection to a movement 

culture that roots to the legacy of the Central American Peace Movement (Nepstad 2004; 

Smith 1996). Sixteen percent of participants have heard of the Central American Peace 

Movement. Less than 3% of people participated in the movement, but 9% of people claim 

to know someone who participated in the movement. Not surprisingly, given the remove 

of that movement in time, age matters here: respondents between the ages of 30 and 60 

were more likely to report knowing someone who had been active in that movement. 

Over half of BorderLinks participants are familiar with a current social 

movement, the New Sanctuary Movement, which is at least symbolically related to the 

Sanctuary Movement of the 1980’s. However, only 3% of participants are actually 
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members of an organization that participates in the New Sanctuary Movement. Among 

BorderLinks participants, then, there is some familiarity with a movement culture 

connected to immigration and border issues.  

 

3.7 Travel Experience 

A unique factor for mobilizing participants into short-term international 

experiential immersion is participants’ familiarity with international travel. Among 

analysts of transnational activism, there is a general assumption that individual activists 

are comfortable and familiar with international travel (Tarrow 2006). Familiarity with 

international travel may actually distinguish the initial willingness of immersion travel 

participants, acting as an informal, primary-stage screening characteristic. Though I 

cannot examine that possibility here, I can consider whether familiarity with international 

travel is an important factor among people who actually participate.  

Simply put, BorderLinks participants are a well-traveled group, as Table 3.7 

shows. Fully 97% of participants have travelled outside of the United States at some 

point in their lives. This is the characteristic with the least diversity among BorderLinks 

participants. A sizeable minority (21%) report having lived overseas for 6 months or 

more as a member of Peace Corps, for an internship, or as a missionary.9  Over two-thirds 

                                                 
9 The survey items about long-term international experience did not include study abroad or living in 
foreign locations as a child. Given these exclusions, we could reasonably assume that the long-term 
familiarity with international locations is higher than the percentage reported here. 
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(69%) of participants had already travelled to Mexico, Central, or South America prior 

to participating in BorderLinks. 
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Table 3.7 BorderLinks Participants' Travel Experience 

  

% of 
BorderLinks 
Participants 

Traveled outside the United States 97% 

Involved in Peace Corps, non-profit work or internship, or religious 
missionary outside the United States 

21% 
    

Traveled to Mexico, Central or South America 69% 

Traveled on a short-term mission, immersion, or delegation trip outside of the 
United States 

49% 
    

Traveled on a short-term mission, immersion, or delegation trip to Mexico, 
Central, or South America 

35% 
    

Types of activities while on a short-term mission, immersion, or delegation 
trip? 

% with Short-
Term 

International 
Travel 

Experience 

     Volunteer labor for construction project 65% 

     Volunteer labor for educational activities 57% 

     Providing medical care and/or brought medical supplies 27% 

     Evangelization and/or church-planting 10% 

     Visited or met with government officials in the country 45% 

     Visited or met with political, labor, or social activists 55% 
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Beyond having travelled internationally, the modes of travel that participants are 

familiar with are important since they embody different ways of interacting cross-

nationally. Nearly 60% of participants have travelled to Mexico, Central America, or 

South America in some way other than through short-term mission or immersion trips. 

Over half of BorderLinks participants have travelled to this region as tourists (55%) and 

one-fifth for educational purposes. 

As I argue throughout this research, the practice and meaning of short-term 

international immersion travel is distinct from other types of travel, particularly tourism. 

Since BorderLinks overtly distinguishes its activity from tourism, it may not be 

surprising that many BorderLinks participants can list a travel biography that does the 

same. Almost half (49%) of participants have travelled aboard as part of a short-term 

mission trip or immersion trip, suggesting an important familiarity with this form of 

transnational civic engagement. The median number of such trips among BorderLinks 

participants is two, with one-quarter of participants reporting three or more such trips. 

Participation in BorderLinks for many participants is a continuation of an already-

established practice of transnational relationship building.10 A BorderLinks trip is also a 

continuation of a relationship with a particular international region: over one-third (36%) 

of participants have previously travelled to Mexico, Central, or South America on a 

short-term international trip.   

                                                 
10 An additional 14% of participants are familiar with this form of immersion travel, having travelled this 
way to domestic locations. Overall, 37% of participants have participated in a domestic immersion trip. 
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Different types of organizations have facilitated the previous short-term 

immersion travel of BorderLinks participants. Among BorderLinks participants that have 

previously participated in short-term immersion travel, 45% have done so through a 

congregation, 52% through a NGO, and 48% through a school. The organizational 

diversity behind the production of short-term immersion travel reiterates the way this 

mode of transnational engagement has been promoted by numerous types of institutions. 

Participants have engaged in a range of activities during previous international 

immersion travel, but the types of activity generally lean away from the evangelical 

activity that is often assumed to occur in this type of travel (Table 3.7). Of participants 

who have previously traveled on international short-term trips, only 10% have 

participated in evangelization activity. In contrast, 65% reported doing construction, 57% 

reported volunteering to assist with education projects, and 27% facilitated some type of 

medical work. Among BorderLinks participants, the primary activity is not religious in 

terms of evangelization. Even among those who have previously done immersion travel 

organized specifically by a congregation, only 19% reported participating in 

evangelization activity. BorderLinks participants have also been connected to the 

residents of international locations in different ways during previous international 

immersion travel. About 45% of participants who have previously been on a short-term 

international trip report meeting with local government officials, while slightly more 

(55%) report meeting with local activists. 
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Cleary, among BorderLinks participants the practice of international travel is a 

familiar one. It is safe to say that BorderLinks participants do not fit a profile of 

unsuspecting foreigners dropped into unfamiliar international locales. Quite the contrary: 

this is a well-traveled group whose previous experience with transnational engagement is 

diverse and not easily categorized as imperialistic missionary activity. 

 

3.8 Political Opinions and Issue Attitudes  

There continues to be disagreement about the connection between attitudes and 

participation in activism. While participation can itself generate attitudinal alignment 

among participants of social movement activities (Munson 2009; Snow 1984; Viterna 

2006), a wide range of research highlights the importance of attitudinal affinity for 

generating participation in activism to begin with (Klandermans and Oegema 1987; 

Luker 1985; McAdam 1986; Oegema and Klandermans 1994; Snow and Benford 1988). 

Attitudinal affinity may be less important for low-risk activities, such as short-term 

immersion travel (McAdam 1986). One interpretation of the framing approach 

understands the alignment between individual attitudes and movement activities as the 

key issue for understanding how individuals are mobilized into and remain involved with 

activism (Benford and Snow 2000; Snow and Benford 1988; Snow et al. 1986). The stage 

of pre-participation denoted by the term “potentials” refers to the general alignment 

between those who may be mobilized into action and the beliefs of a movement 

organization they could be mobilized into (Klandermans and Oegema 1987).  
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In this section, I explore the attitudinal orientation of BorderLinks participants by 

tracking components of a diagnostic collective action frame (e.g., awareness of injustice 

related to immigration) and a motivational collective action frame (e.g., a sense of 

personal efficacy and openness to involvement in immigration-related issues) (Benford 

and Snow 2000; Gamson 1992).     

To begin, it would be an understatement to say this is a politically liberal group. 

As shown in Table 3.8, about 85% of participants have politically liberal leanings, with 

48% considered “very liberal.”11 The distribution of political identity is significantly 

different than the American adult public (p<.05). Participants are generally engaged with 

the world: only 6% reported that they do not pay attention to the news. About 45% say 

they discuss politics every day. 

                                                 
11 Unless otherwise noted, the statistics reported here only apply to BorderLinks participants over the age of 
18, for comparative purposes. 

121



 

 

Table 3.8 Comparison of BorderLinks Adults' Attitudes 

  
BorderLinks 

Adults 
American 

Adults 

Lean Conservative* 3% 33% 

Lean Liberal* 85% 29% 

Very Liberal* 48% 4% 

How often do you talk politics with family, friends, 
or co-workers?ª 

45% 21% 

The government should spend more to fight hunger 
and poverty even if it means higher taxes on the 
middle class 

87% 
 

The economically disadvantaged need governmental 
assistance to obtain their rightful place in America 

82% 
 

The U.S. should mind its own business 
internationally and let other countries get along as 
best they can 

37% 
 

The U.S. has a special role to play in world affairs 
and should behave differently than other nations 

55% 
 

Intentionally seek out news on immigration, Central 
American, or U.S.-Mexico border issues 

44% 
 

Immigration and U.S.-Mexico border issues are one 
of the most important issues I pay attention to 

57% 
 

Have heard of NAFTAᵇ 92% 83% 

      
Data sources listed in parentheses: 1. General Social Survey, 2004; 2. American National Election 
Study, 2008 
ªANES question wording: “How many days in the past week did you talk about politics with 
family or friends.” Percentage represents every day in a week. Statistical test not possible due to 
question differences. 
ᵇGSS question wording: “How much have you heard or read about NAFTA?” Statistical test not 
possible due to question differences. 

* p<.05   ** p<.01   *** p<.001 
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Concerning attitudes towards the government, an overwhelmingly majority think 

that the US government should spend more to fight hunger and poverty (87%) and that 

economically disadvantaged individuals need governmental assistance (82%). Despite 

their overall support for governmental involvement in social issues, however, 

BorderLinks participants are circumspect about the ability of government to choose the 

right path in confronting social injustice. Sixty-one percent disagree with the statement 

that “one can rely on the government to do the right thing.”   

Despite these mixed feelings about the government, BorderLinks participants 

generally are not apathetic. Instead of resigning themselves to the simple power of the 

vote, 79% of participants disagree with the statement that “voting is the only way I can 

have a say.”  Only 7% agree that “politics is too complicated for people like me.” There 

is a spirit of efficacy among BorderLinks participants.  These attitudes are not too 

surprising among this group since, if resignation were stronger, these individuals may not 

have come on the BorderLinks trip to begin with. Participants are committed to justice-

oriented social action, with fully 90% agreeing that good citizens must work to 

fundamentally change economic and political systems.  

The group is somewhat split concerning international affairs. As Table 3.8 shows, 

about 37% think that the United States should mind its own business internationally, but 

55% think the United States has a special role to play in world affairs. Overall, 

BorderLinks participants are convinced that citizens should be involved in political 
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affairs, that major social changes are needed, and that they personally can be a part of any 

solution.  

General political openness is one thing, but paying attention to immigration-

related issues is another. Some participants are actually quite tuned into immigration-

related issues. Among participants of any age, about half (44%) actually seek out news 

concerning immigration or issues related to Central or South America. Almost three-

fifths (57%) of all participants claim immigration or related issues are the most or one of 

the most important issues to them. Not surprisingly, then, participants are familiar with 

some immigration-related terminology: over 90% report having heard of NAFTA and 

74% are familiar with the term maquila. The majority of participants are not arriving with 

disinterest about immigration, despite their relatively low levels of engagement on the 

issue.  

But what do participants actually think about immigration?  A common theme in 

recent political discourse regarding immigration is public frustration. BorderLinks 

participants are no exception to this characterization. Unlike much frustration among the 

general public, though, participants’ frustration about immigration does not have an anti-

immigrant hue.  As Table 3.9 reveals, over 60% believe that the US government is too 

strong in enforcing immigration laws along the border. Beyond the border itself, 

participants are noticeably more open to immigration and its impact on the country than 

U.S. adults in general. While 19% of Americans strongly agree that immigration is taking 

jobs away, only 2% of BorderLinks participants strongly agree with such a statement. 
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Indeed, half (49%) of BorderLinks participants strongly disagree with such a statement, 

while only 14% of American adults do. Participants are also positive about the impact of 

immigration on the United States: 88% agree that “the growing number of immigrants 

will improve US culture with new ideas and customs.” The distribution on these 

questions are all significantly different from the American public (p<.001).
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Table 3.9 Comparison of BorderLinks Adults' Immigration Attitudes 

  Strongly Disagree 
Somewhat 
Disagree 

Neither Agree nor 
Disagree 

Somewhat Agree Strongly Agree 

  
BorderLinks 

Adults 
U.S. 

Adults 
BorderLinks 

Adults 
U.S. 

Adults 
BorderLinks 

Adults 
U.S. 

Adults 
BorderLinks 

Adults 
U.S. 

Adults 
BorderLinks 

Adults 
U.S. 

Adults 
The U.S. 
government is too 
strict in enforcing 
immigration laws 
at the Mexico 
border (1)ª *** 

3% 32% 20% 37% 15% 17% 36% 11% 26% 3% 

Recent 
immigration levels 
take jobs away 
from people 
already in the 
country (2)ᵇ *** 

51% 14% 38% 41% 
  

9% 26% 2% 19% 

The growing 
number of 
immigrants will 
improve U.S. 
culture with new 
customs (3)ᶜ *** 

0% 6% 4% 18% 9%   40% 49% 48% 27% 

                      
Data sources listed in parentheses: 1. General Social Survey, 2004; 2. American National Election Study, 2008; 3. General Social Survey, 2000 
ªA reverse-cording of the GSS question: “America should take stronger measures to exclude illegal immigrants” 
ᵇ The ANES question wording: “How likely is it that recent immigration levels will take jobs away from people already here.” 
ᶜ GSS question wording: “What do you think will happen as a result of more immigrants coming to this country? Make the country more open to 
new ideas and cultures?” 

* p<.05   ** p<.01   *** p<.001 
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Contrary to the constructed political coherence in the term “comprehensive 

immigration reform,” BorderLinks participants do not equally emphasize enforcement 

and immigrant regularization policies. Among participants of all ages, eighty percent 

agree that there should be an amnesty program for undocumented immigrants already in 

the US. A similar percentage (85%) opposes greater federal spending to tighten border 

security to prevent immigration. These are not just wide-eyed utopians, though, since 

only 27% agree that the U.S.-Mexico border should be abolished. Overall, these attitudes 

about immigration reflect a government-focused frustration with the status quo, 

preferring solutions that facilitate the economic and political inclusion of immigrants in 

United States society. 

Beyond attitudinal openness, how do participants’ pre-existing connections with 

immigrants or immigration status influence their participation in BorderLinks? 

Ninety-five percent of participants 18 year or older are US citizens, compared to 

96.5% of GSS respondents. (BorderLinks participants actually cannot be undocumented 

immigrants, since the organization requires copies of passports for use crossing the 

border as a group.)  In a glaring case of sociological blindness, I did not include a direct 

question about personal or familial experience as immigrants. From my observation, at 

least some small percentage of participants had experience as immigrants or as the 

children of immigrants. One other piece of evidence suggests personal experience with 

immigration. Though very few BorderLinks participants are Hispanic (7%), they are very 
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over-represented among participants that reported participation in the 2006 immigrant 

rights marches (32%). 

There were a number of other questions about interactions with immigrants.  

Participants reported personal connection with immigrants. One survey question asked 

whether participants had interacted with someone in their local community in the 

previous 12 months whom they thought might be an undocumented immigrant. Sixty-

three percent responded that they had. Given the speculative nature of the question, this 

may not be a valid measure of whether participants actually did interact with an 

undocumented immigrant in their community. For instance, those participants with a 

greater level of psychological solidarity with immigrants may be more likely to “see” 

them. At the very least, though, this suggests that nearly two-thirds of participants inhabit 

a social world in which they perceived interacting with people who are undocumented. 

Thirty percent of participants reported having had a job with people who they thought or 

knew to be undocumented immigrants. Finally, many participants are aware of the 

economic presence of undocumented immigration in their local communities: 53% report 

knowing a local business that employs persons who are undocumented immigrants. 

 

3.9 Emotions About Immigrants and Immigration 

A recent trend in the analysis of civic engagement and activism focuses on the 

role of emotions. Emotions potentially contribute to mobilization of BorderLinks 

participants in a number of ways. While activist organizations and groups are adept at 
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managing emotions and directing their energy among those who are activists (Goodwin, 

Jasper, and Polletta 2001a; Jasper 1998; Reger 2004), patterns of emotionality prior to 

involvement may actually spur involvement (Jasper 1998; Jasper and Poulsen 1995; 

Nepstad and Smith 2001). In the time before participating in a BorderLinks trip, patterns 

of emotions among participants may be diverse, yet they can relate with pre-existing 

meanings and attitudes to orient participants’ emotional state as they enter a BorderLinks 

trip (Barker 2002; Emirbayer and Goldberg 2005). Emotional resonance intersects with 

other mobilization factors, particularly attitudinal openness, to reinforce the salience of 

certain issues to participants and increase the likelihood of involvement.  

To consider how emotions influence BorderLinks participants, I report the types 

and targets of emotions prior to participation. Though anger has been shown as a strong 

mobilizing emotion (Gamson 1992; Goodwin et al. 2001a; Nepstad and Smith 2001), 

other emotions such as sorrow, compassion, or pity may motivate pro-social action 

(Beyerlein and Sikkink 2008; Clark 1987). Targets of emotion may be as important as 

types of emotions, particularly when the type of activism is done on behalf of others. For 

example, after 9/11 those killed in the terrorist attacks were the emotional target of 

people who volunteered (Beyerlein and Sikkink 2008). The moralization of the fate of 

victims has been central to numerous movements (Jasper 1997; McAdam 1988; Nepstad 

and Smith 2001). Collins (2001) has argued that innocent victims play an enormous role 

in mobilization for activity that involve conscience constituencies, since the 

constituencies are emotionally ephemeral and require a totem to organize emotional and 

moral power. 
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BorderLinks participants were asked for their emotions regarding five “types of 

people”: immigrants in the local community, migrants who cross the U.S.-Mexico border 

through the Arizona desert, people who provide humanitarian aid to migrants in the 

desert, Border Patrol or other border enforcement personnel who work along the border, 

and politicians who call for greater border security enforcement to prevent immigration. 

For each type of person, respondents were asked which of the following emotions they 

had towards the type of person: anger, frustration, compassion, sorrow, despair, pride, or 

none.  Table 3.10 shows the results of these survey questions.
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Table 3.10 Emotional Targets and Types of Emotions Among BorderLinks Participants 

Type of Person 

% of Participants 
Reporting Emotional 

Target 

Immigrants in your local community 80% 

Migrants who cross the U.S.-Mexico border through the Arizona desert 92% 

People who provide humanitarian aid to migrants in the Arizona desert 90% 

Border Patrol or other border enforcement personnel who work along the 
border 

80% 

Politicians who call for greater border security enforcement to prevent 
immigration 

79% 

Type of Emotion 

% of Participants 
Reporting Type of 

Emotion 
Compassion 89% 

Frustration 82% 

Sorrow 55% 

Anger 48% 

Despair 27% 

Pride 77% 
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Migrants who cross the desert elicited the most emotion overall, with 92% of 

participants reporting some sort of emotion towards them. The lowest amount of emotion 

was shown towards immigrants in the local community and border enforcement 

personnel, both the target of emotions from about 80% of participants. Overall, this is a 

relatively “emotional” group, since more than three quarters of respondents reported 

emotions for each type of target. The emotional pull of migrants crossing the desert is 

relatively stronger than that elicited by local immigrants. The margin of emotional 

difference between desert-crossing and local migrants suggests that there is something 

more emotionally dramatic about what is occurring with migrants at the actual border 

than among migrants in a participant’s community.   

Which types of emotions are the most common among BorderLinks participants?  

Compassion is the most reported emotion among participants, with 89% of participants 

reporting compassion for at least one of the emotional targets. Frustration is also high, 

with 82% of participants reporting frustration towards at least one of the emotional 

targets. Only half of participants (55%) reported sorrow, while less than half reported 

anger (48%) and just over a quarter (27%) reported despair at any of the emotional 

targets. The large difference in the distribution of emotional types gives a sense of the 

emotional economy of BorderLinks participants, something which is clarified by 

connecting types of emotions with the emotional targets.  

The highest reported emotions for an emotional target are as follows: 67% of 

participants reported compassion for immigrants in their local community, 74% reported 

132



 

 

compassion for migrants who cross the desert, 71% noted pride for humanitarian aid 

activists, 51% reported frustration towards border enforcement personnel, and 67% noted 

frustration towards politicians who call for more border security.  

Immigrants, whether in the local community or on the border, most frequently 

elicited compassion. Compassion is well known for its presence in pro-social activities 

(Wuthnow 1991). Immigrants crossing the desert elicited sorrow from 42% of 

participants. Immigrants are a rather pure emotional target in terms of anger: not a single 

participant mentioned anger in relation to immigrants in their local community or in the 

desert.  This suggests the lack of emotional focus on immigrants as a source of the 

“immigration problem.” There is one emotion related to immigrants to note: less than 

one-third of participants expressed a feeling of pride for immigrants in their local 

community. This is a bit surprising given the attitudinal openness among participants 

concerning the positive impact of immigration, as well as the high reported levels of 

contact with undocumented immigrants.  

Immigrants for BorderLinks participants primarily appear to be objects of concern 

regarding their migration conditions rather than their life conditions in the local 

community. This large difference in emotions according to the physical place of 

immigrants is something that short-term international immersion travel may be able to 

shift, nurturing a localization of immigrant concern. 

The highest levels of anger and frustration were reserved for the two groups of 

people that are involved with making policies that impact immigrants: border 
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enforcement personnel and politicians. Participants do express anger: 43% of participants 

reported anger towards politicians while 20% reported anger towards the Border Patrol. 

However, participants seem more willing to identify frustration than anger towards a 

person, since there is a 23 percentage point gap between anger and frustration towards 

politicians and a 32 percentage point gap between anger and frustration towards the 

Border Patrol. Frustration may be a softer version of anger and potentially an emotion 

that the BorderLinks experience could transform into anger.  

The emotional complexity that exists prior to a trip is quite clear considering 

participants’ emotions towards Border Patrol or other enforcement personnel. Somewhat 

surprisingly, one-third of participants reported emotions of compassion towards the 

Border Patrol. And, among those participants that were angry at the Border Patrol, one-

third also expressed compassion towards them. This seems like a contradictory cocktail 

of emotions, but represents the emotional “potential” of this group. Also, it anticipates the 

sort of complex emotions that are developed during an immersion trip as participants are 

introduced to numerous opinions along the border.  

BorderLinks travel appears to draw individuals with a strong compassionate hew 

to their emotions, and some reluctance to express anger except towards politicians. 

Politicians who call for greater border security enforcement are for BorderLinks 

participants symbolic of solutions that appear to violate the integrity of immigrants, who 

are themselves symbolic of individuals caught in unjust social forces. The ambivalent 

emotions held towards Border Patrol personnel may foreshadow emotional confusion 
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during the trip as BorderLinks participants try to delineate the responsibility, if any, for 

the persons whose job it is to enforce immigration policy. Overall, participants are quite 

restrained in anger they feel regarding immigration and border issues. This emotional 

temperance is aligned with the “neutral” learning approach that BorderLinks advocates 

(and which will be explored in the next chapter). Participants’ emotions have been 

relatively neutralized by having low levels of anger as well as having multiple types of 

emotions towards the same target. 

To sum up, BorderLinks participants are distinct from the general American 

population in important ways regarding educational attainment, age, and religious 

practice. BorderLinks participants also have the time, resources, and organizational 

connections to participate in a weeklong immersion experience. They are attuned to 

immigration both cognitively and emotionally, but with some room for change. They are 

civically engaged, but few appear to be substantially engaged with immigrations issues. 

But within this picture, how does the diversity of feeder organizations influence the 

characteristics of those who come to BorderLinks? And how does this diversity matter 

for participants’ understanding of why they travel? 
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3.10  Quantitative Analysis of Motivations and Cultural Repertoires 

The remainder of the chapter uses the various mobilization factors described 

above as background for probing the role of cultural repertoires in the mobilization 

process (Swidler 1986; Swidler 2001). By repertoires, I refer to the meanings and 

patterned behaviors that participants carry when entering into a new experience, such as 

short-term international immersion travel (Lizardo and Strand 2010; Swidler 1986; 

Swidler 2001; Williams 2004).  These repertoires not only help to motivate participants 

into BorderLinks (Passy 2001b), they also provide initial sensemaking tools that could be 

used in the context of new experience. They answer, literally and figuratively, the 

question: “Why travel on a BorderLinks trip?” 

A typical approach in mobilization research is to examine the difference between 

those who participate and those who do not. Instead, the analysis here compares multiple 

meanings among BorderLinks participants. I leverage differences among the sample of 

BorderLinks participants to determine how mobilization factors connect to different 

cultural repertoires (Barkan et al. 1995; Wiltfang and McAdam 1991). I show how 

diverse cultural repertoires co-exist for the same type of experience, bringing an 

important recent insight from social movements into the study of transnational civic 

action (Munson 2009). I also show how the repertoires of individuals cohere by virtue of 

the shaping effect of feeder organizations through which they come to BorderLinks.  

In a series of models, I explore linkages between mobilization factors and three 

aspects of repertoires: participants’ motives for participation, participants’ initial 
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understandings of the cause of immigration, and participants’ preferred strategies of 

actions for socio-political issues.  

 

3.10.1 The Structuring Influence of Feeder Organization Affiliation 

A central force in coordinating BorderLinks’ participants’ motivations are the 

feeder organizations from which they come. Organizational involvement can provide 

both identity support and a behavioral template for the sorts of actions  that participants 

may take in the future (McAdam and Paulsen 1993).  Here, I briefly revisit the 

mobilization factors that were described in the first half of the chapter, showing how 

diversity within these factors is closely associated to feeder organizations.  

When distinguishing participants by their feeder organization type, there were 

statistically significant differences between feeder organizations on sex, race, and 

education.12  Differences in education, of course, were not surprising since some of 

feeder organizations are educational institutions. Gender distributions are quite varied, 

with religious colleges having the largest percentage of female participants: 83%. 

Congregational groups were equally split in terms of sex, while the professional religious 

group had less than 40% female membership. There are also statistically significant 

                                                 
12 Statistical significance for sex and race determined by Fisher’s exact test because some cell values had 
less than five cases. Statistical significance for education was determined by a Kruskall Wallis test because 
data were ordinal or non-normal interval.   
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differences between group types by age distribution, number of hours worked for pay 

each week, and marital status groups.13  

There is no difference between group types on the number of active 

organizational affiliations (p=.70). However, there are significant differences among 

groups regarding types of affiliations, particularly with the more politicized groups 

(p=.01). Secular college/university groups are much less likely to have no affiliation with 

politicized groups (17%), while a majority of participants from congregations (56%) have 

no affiliation with a politicized group.14 Among secular college/university groups, 25% 

of participants are active in an immigrant advocacy organization, which is more than 

double the level of the next highest type of group.15 

The distinction between types of groups carries into civic and political behaviors, 

with differences in attending a community meeting (p=.01),  signing a petition (p=.01), 

protesting (p=.03),  and committing nonviolence civil disobedience (p=.00). In each of 

these categories except for nonviolence, secular college/university groups were the most 

likely to have done each, with congregations and religious college groups being less 

likely to have done the activity. This pattern of difference also held for petitions 

concerning immigration (p=.00) and contacting politicians concerning immigration 

                                                 
13 Statistical significance of  age and occupational hours were determined by Kruskal Wallis test. Statistical 
significance of marital status (.001) was determined by Fisher’s Exact test. 

14 Statistical significance was determined using Kruskal Wallis tests. 

15 Statistical significance was determined using Fisher’s exact test. 
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(p=.00).16 Participation in immigrant marches is strongly differentiated by group type 

(p=.00), with nearly one-third of secular college/university participants reporting 

participation. It appears that secular college groups are more engaged with activist 

behaviors, a somewhat striking result given their relative young age of their members. 

Notably, there is a striking amount of similarity between groups regarding the 

short-term international immersion form of travel. There is no statistically significant 

difference between group types in long-term international experience; in whether 

participants have travelled to Mexico, Central, or South America; on participation in 

short-term international immersion travel; on familiarity with Mexico, Central, or South 

America; on the number of short-term immersion trips; or in whether participants have 

done evangelization on an international trip.17  The only difference between feeder 

organization group types regarding international interaction is whether they have met 

with government officials (p=.04) or local activists (p=.04). Participants from secular 

colleges/universities were statistically more likely to have done both of these. 

When looking at differences in attitudes by feeder organization group type, the 

four groups are significantly different in political leaning (p=.00), how often participants 

talk politics (p=.02), trust in government (p=.00), seeking news on immigration (p=.00), 

                                                 
16 Statistical significance determined using Kruskal Wallis tests. 

17 Significance tests for long-term travel, travel to Mexico, evangelization, meeting with government, and 
meeting with activists were conducted using Fisher’s exact.  Tests for travel to the south, short-term 
immersion travel and short-term immersion travel to Mexico were done with chi-square tests. The number 
of short-term immersion trips and short-term immersion trips to the border were done with Kruskal Wallis 
tests. 
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knowing a business that employs undocumented immigrants (p=.00), interacting with an 

immigrant in the local community (p=.00), and experience working alongside 

undocumented immigrants (p=.02).  The four types of groups also significantly differ on 

the importance of border/immigration issues (p=.00), knowledge of the term maquila 

(p=.00), agreement about whether jobs are being taken away (p=.02), opinion about the 

impact of immigrants on U.S. culture (p=.00), and abolishing the US-Mexico border 

(p=.00).18  

Finally, there are also emotional differences between groups from different feeder 

organizations. Secular college/university groups report a significantly great amount of 

despair (p=.01) and anger (p=.04). Participants from secular colleges/universities also 

report more frustration with Border Patrol than congregations (p=.04). Participants from 

secular colleges/universities report greater anger at politicians (p=.01), greater frustration 

towards politicians (p=.03), greater sorrow towards politicians (p=.04), and greater 

despair towards politicians (p=.01). 

In sum, despite familiarity across group types with this mode of transnational 

civic action, there are a range of differences between types of groups. Most importantly, 

group types differ according to their civic affiliations, their political activities, their 

attention to immigration issues, and the types of emotions they have towards prominent 

groups involved with immigration. Feeder organizations, then, clearly send distinctly 

                                                 
18 All significance tests are Kruskal Wallis, except Fisher’s Exact tests for seeking news about 
immigration/border and interactions with immigrants. 
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different participants on a BorderLinks trip. How does this influence the way participants 

find meaning in the decision to participate in BorderLinks? 

 

3.10.2 Motivations and Mobilization 

As the result of Mills’ critique of justifications (Mills 1940), and Swidler’s 

extension of this critique (1986), cultural analysis in mobilization research has tread 

lightly on the topic of participants’ articulated motives for participation. One reason is the 

fear of mistaking participants’ own claims about participation with other factors that can 

explain participation. The theoretical linkage between participant-articulated reasons for 

behavior and actual behavior may be empirically weak (Campbell 1996; Swidler 2001; 

Vaisey 2009). Indeed, the numerous motivations among BorderLinks participants 

reaffirm the simple observation that no one motive is necessary for participation in 

BorderLinks. In other words, very different motives influence participation in the same 

action. The impact of this observation should not be the discarding of motives as 

important piece of evidence for understanding social action. Instead, the relation of 

motives to mobilization factors can help to reveal the meaning of action among segments 

of a diverse group of participants involved in the same activity.  

There are various ways to bridge the relationship between personal accounts of 

activist behavior and actual activist behavior. One stream weaves together biographical 

narratives into thick accounts of activist mobilization histories (Munson 2009; Polletta 

2006; Smith 1996). Here, motivations are placed within an unfolding process in which 
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participation, and learning to give reasons for participation, intertwine (Wuthnow 1995). 

One problem for this approach is methodological, since it often relies on backward-

looking accounts as participants recall, or more likely reimagine, why they became 

involved with particular activities. Since auto-biographical accounts are often meant to 

cohere, articulated motives could be interpreted as post-hoc justifications for activity 

(Campbell 1996).  

In another literature stream, participation in civic or activist activity is portrayed 

as the result of intentional moral projects in which individuals try to produce better 

versions of themselves and society (Allahyari 2000). Without attention to variation 

among participants in the same activity, though, the linkage between articulated 

motivations and action presented in this stream appears too tight. This approach 

effectively downplays the many motivations and ideas that can co-exist in the same 

activity (Bender 2003; Munson 2009). 

My approach builds from the insights of these two streams, overcomes some of 

their problems, and extends recent work on the connection of cognition and motivation. 

A “dual process” theory of cognition (Dimaggio 1997; Lizardo 2004; Vaisey 2008; 

Vaisey 2009) suggests that individuals have two simultaneous cognitive processes: 

discursive consciousness and practical consciousness. The mode of practical 

consciousness, exemplified in Bourdieu’s work, guides daily, routinized social action by 

the ongoing influence of formational life experiences that are embedded in the habitus.  
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Proponents of the dual process theory are wary of discursive accounts about 

motives, preferring to measure motives embodied in practical consciousness through a 

survey question that asks questions which tap deep, divergent worldviews (Beyerlein and 

Vaisey 2007; Vaisey 2009). They argue for a link between the embodied motives at the 

level of practical consciousness and action that occurs in the future. Methodologically, 

this approach has used panel data separated by substantial time to differentiate patterns of 

future decision-making (Vaisey and Lizardo 2010). Accounts of motivations from 

discursive consciousness, for example those acquired during a post-activity interview, are 

described as only loosely coupled to the action they purport to explain.  

My analysis builds from this background to understand the role of articulated 

motivations in social action. As explained above, BorderLinks participants report 

numerous reasons for participation in the same activity. At the very beginning of the pre-

trip survey, BorderLinks participants were simply asked, “Why did you decide to 

participate in a BorderLinks delegation?” Participants were provided ample space to 

report as many reasons for participation as they wanted. There are a number of strengths 

to this method which further research on motives.  

First, this open-ended approach allowed participants to report multiple 

(potentially clashing) motivations without the expectation of coherency that could occur 

with questions asked after the fact. These sorts of accounts are ideal for understanding 

how organizations equip their members to provide reasons for their behavior, reasons that 
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comport with the legitimate reasons for behavior and vocabularies of motives that  feeder 

organizations produce (Mills 1940; Swidler 2001). 

Second, my survey method of data collection is a middle ground between the 

single-option questions that probe practical consciousness and the give-and-take 

environment of interviews that probe discursive consciousness. Because motives are 

elicited on the survey, they are theoretically a part of discursive consciousness. However, 

they are a product of discursive consciousness that is forward-looking. This overcomes 

the problem of backward-looking motivational accounts critiqued as post hoc. This also 

helps understand how future actions are facilitated and made meaningful by the 

discursive culture of organizational contexts (Lizardo and Strand 2010). The answers 

participants provide are not justificatory, since action has not yet happened, but are 

examples of what Mische (2009) has called the projectivity of social action. BorderLinks 

participants’ motivations, provided prior to the actual trip itself, give insight into how the 

trip fits into personal identity projects as well as the extent and depth of which the 

experience is supposed to influence the self. 

 

3.10.3 Reasons for Participation in BorderLinks 

Participants were asked the question, “Why did you decide to participate in a 

BorderLinks delegation?” at the beginning of the pre-trip survey, prior to collecting any 

other information from the participants. The responses to this question varied greatly. For 

example, here are a few very different responses: 
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Our church is involved in ministry with immigrants and I thought it was important 
to gain a better understanding of the border. – Middle-aged white adult female in 
a congregation. 

I identify as the son of two immigrants, and I hope someday to do 
advocacy/organizing work within and on behalf of the immigrant community. As 
such, I want to learn more about the implementation of immigration policy, and 
the Borderlinks trip looked like an excellent opportunity to do so.  The border, 
right now, exists as a figment of my imagination.  I've only been south of the 
Mason Dixon line once, and that was to Houston.  I wish to see it, encounter it, 
and understand it. – Young Asian-American adult male in a secular college group. 

It was a requirement for a college course. – Young white adult male in a religious 
college group. 

I decided to participate in a BorderLinks delegation because it is part of a course I 
am taking at ______ College, and had heard very positive things about the course 
and delegation from past student participants. –Young white adult female in a 
secular college group 

After hearing about the experience of my two classmates and the impact it had on 
their lives, I felt that I wanted to participate the next time _______ offered 
BorderLinks as an immersion experience. The experience next week will provide 
another perspective [of Mexico] from a more up close and personal view. –
Middle-aged black person in a religious professional group. 

Because that is what our youth group decided to participate with for our mission 
trip. –Teenage white male in a congregation. 

 

Responses to the open-ended question were coded in two different ways, allowing 

for different types of analysis. First, the number of reasons provided by participants was 

recorded. The survey question offered no suggestion as to the number of reasons that 

participants should provide, instead leaving ample space for respondents to write as much 

as they wished. Forty percent of respondents listed just one reason for participation, 38% 

listed two reasons, 20% listed three reasons, and two cases listed four reasons.  
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Second, the content of responses was coded. Through two readings of all 

responses, a coding list of seven common reasons was identified. Each of the 

respondent’s answers was coded with one of these reasons. The seven broad possible 

reasons for participation are listed in Table 3.11.
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Table 3.11 Reasons for Participation in BorderLinks 

Reason 
% of BorderLinks 

Participants 

Participant has leadership role in group 10% 

Participant required to go as part of group/class 38% 

Participant wants to understand or learn about immigration/border 35% 

Participant wants experience/experiential understanding 19% 

Participant has identity and/or professional interest in issues 24% 

Participant wants to help immigrants and/or be inspired to help 7% 

Participant wants to travel/take a trip 26% 
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Using a response above as an example, the second answer above (“I identify as 

the son…”) was coded as having two separate reasons: a personal identity and/or 

professional interest in the issue and interest in specifically taking a trip to encounter this 

topic. 

For the analysis, each of the regression models includes a common set of 

independent variables that emphasize theoretically relevant themes from the mobilization 

literature described in detail above: biographical availability, organizational affiliations, 

travel experience, connection to immigration issues, religious attendance, religious belief, 

and emotions. The type of feeder organization is also included, with religious 

congregations as the reference group. An adjustment for the variance of clustered 

standard errors is made using twenty-one different travel groups in the study. 

 

3.10.3.1 Number of Reasons for Travelling with BorderLinks 

Using poisson regression for a count variable, the number of reasons that 

participants gave (1-4) was regressed on mobilization factors. As Table 3.12 shows, as 

the age of participants crosses forty years, the expected number of reasons for 

participation increases by 11%, holding all other variables constant.19 As people age, they 

may accumulate a wider motivational vocabulary so that, when prompted with an 

opportunity to express motivations, they are able to provide more  (Swidler 2001). 

Respondents that had contact with a politician in the previous 12 months are expected to 

                                                 
19 Percent changes were calculated using the listcoef post-estimation command in Stata 11. 
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provide 7% more reasons. Participants who have talked with politicians regarding 

important issues may have more experience with providing reasons for the behaviors that 

they engage in. They may have accounts of their action available to share. Respondents 

that had travelled to Mexico in a form other than short-term travel are expected to have 

8.5% fewer reasons for participation than those that had not travelled to Mexico. This 

may be a result of the fact that those who have travelled to Mexico do not need to list this 

as a reason for their participation, since they have done it before. 
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Table 3.12 Poisson Regression Results for Number of Reasons Given 

OR/SE p 
40+ years old 1.28 * 

(0.12)
Male 1.01

(0.06)
Work 30+ hours a week 1.16 * 

(0.07)
Single 1.24 ** 

(0.09)
Member of immigration advocacy group 0.87

(0.10)
Active member of charity/social service group 1.03

(0.06)
Contacted elected official in previous 12 months 1.14 * 

(0.07)
Past travel to Mexico/Central/South America (non-immersion) 0.84 ** 

(0.05)
Seek news about immigration and/or Mexico/Central/South America 1.22 ***

(0.07)
Contact with immigrant in local community or job in previous 12 
months 1.05

(0.09)
Never attend religious worship services 1.16

(0.12)
Believe in God (reference: Agnostic/Atheist) 0.93

(0.08)
Believe in a higher power or cosmic force (reference: 
Agnostic/Atheist) 0.92

(0.10)
Religious college feeder organization (reference: Congregation) 1.15 * 

(0.07)
Secular college/university feeder organization (reference: 
Congregation) 1.05

(0.10)
Religious professional  feeder organization (reference: Congregation) 1

(0.06)
Feel pride for immigrants in local community 1.01

(0.08)
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OR/SE p 
Feel sorrow for migrants crossing the desert 1.01

(0.05)
Feel anger for politicians who call for more border enforcement 1.16 ** 

(0.06)
Constant 1.29 * 

(0.14)
N 169
bic 559.44
ll -228.42
nagelkerke 0.09   

     

* p<.05   ** p<.01   *** p<.001 
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Those participants that actively sought out news about Mexico, Central, or South 

America are expected to have 10.4% more reasons. The only other theoretically 

significant factor in this model is anger towards politicians. Respondents that reported 

anger towards politicians regarding border issues are expected to have 7.6% more reasons 

than those who did not. These last two factors suggest that awareness and investment in 

border-related issues may create more reasons for involvement.  

Participants from religious colleges, compared to participants from congregations, 

are expected to have nearly 5% more reasons for participation. This is the initial evidence 

of how feeder organizations structure motivations for participation. From participant 

observation conversations, participants from  college groups often discussed competitive 

application procedures, while congregation groups often scrambled to attempt filling the 

quota of ten participants (and rarely did). One question on the survey gauged this 

difference: 58% of religious college participants reported that there were more people 

interested in the trip than could come, while only 8% of congregational participants 

reported so. 

 

3.10.3.2 Specific Reasons for Participation with BorderLinks 

  Among the seven different categories of reasons for participation, I focus here on 

three: learning, experiencing, and purposively building personal identity. These three 

reasons articulate distinct understandings for participating in short-term international 

immersion travel. Respondents that wrote answers mentioning wanting to understand or 
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learn about immigration or border-related issues were coded as travelling to learn. 

Learning, of course, relates to one articulated purpose of BorderLinks: for participants to 

learn about immigration-related issues ranging from economic forces to governmental 

responses. Respondents that wrote answers about wanting to have a “meaningful 

experience” or “experience” issues related to the border were coded as travelling for an 

experiential purpose. This reason is also central to BorderLinks, given its focus on an 

experiential model of education. While both learning and experiencing can be oriented 

towards understanding, they are two different modes of doing so. Some respondents also 

wrote answers that articulated a connection to personal identity. Respondents who wrote 

answers mentioning a career-linked interest in immigration, a personal connection to 

immigrants or immigration, or a strong personal interest in immigration-related issues 

were coded as travelling to build and/or maintain identity.  

Since participants could list numerous different reasons, one method of analysis 

would be multinomial logistic regression. However, this is a somewhat unwieldy method 

to interpret with so many different response categories (which would be multiplied by 

combined categories of participants that listed many of the responses). For this analysis, I 

present the results of three separate logistic regressions, as show in Table 3.13.
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Table 3.13 Binary Logistic Regression Results for Reasons Given 

Learning Experience Identity 
OR/SE p OR/SE p OR/SE p 

40+ years old 1.45 0.66 5.9 † 
(0.73) (0.35) (5.78)

Male 0.9 0.93 0.29
(0.57) (0.34) (0.22)

Work 30+ hours a week 1.31 0.48 7.68 ** 
(0.53) (0.31) (5.64)

Single 1.69 0.93 6.23 ***
(0.85) (0.61) (2.54)

Member of immigration advocacy group 0.75 1.17 0.35
(0.31) (0.77) (0.31)

Active member of charity/social service group 1.83 1.88 1.64
(0.88) (0.86) (1.04)

Contacted elected official in previous 12 months 1.11 0.23 * 1.38
(0.50) (0.17) (0.83)

Past travel to Mexico/Central/South America (non-immersion) 2.2 * 0.36 * 1.68
(0.73) (0.19) (0.83)

Seek news about immigration and/or Mexico/Central/South America 0.78 0.56 15.11 ***
(0.45) (0.37) (7.40)

Contact with immigrant in local community or job in previous 12 
months 1.3 2.03 1.45

(0.57) (1.37) (0.92)
Never attend religious worship services 0.89 1.12 4.76 * 

(0.49) (0.95) (3.00)

154



 

 

Learning Experience Identity 
OR/SE p OR/SE p OR/SE p 

Believe in God (reference: Agnostic/Atheist) 0.92 0.44 † 2.04
(0.45) (0.33) (1.47)

Believe in a higher power or cosmic force (reference: 
Agnostic/Atheist) 0.77 0.34 0.82

(0.24) (0.20) (0.63)
Religious college feeder organization (reference: Congregation) 1.02 ¹ 0.34 14.32 * 

(0.69) (0.24) (15.63)
Secular college/university feeder organization (reference: 
Congregation) 3.4 † 0.19 † 10.28 * 

(2.17) (0.17) (10.29)
Religious professional feeder organization (reference: Congregation) 0.72 ² 0.9 ³ 2.41

(0.61) (0.48) (3.35)
Feel pride for immigrants in local community 1.09 0.82 6.33 ***

(0.50) (0.56) (3.30)
Feel sorrow for migrants crossing the desert 0.75 1.05 3.21 * 

(0.28) (0.42) (1.59)
Feel anger for politicians who call for more border enforcement 1.39 2.16 0.6
  (0.63)   (1.24)   (0.31)   
N 169 169 169
bic 295.5 233.9 203.1
ll -96.5 -65.65 -50.3
nagelkerke 0.19   0.26   0.6   

¹ Significant (p<.05) difference when secular college used as base category. 
² Significant (p<.10) difference when secular college used as base category. 
³ Significant (p<.10) difference when secular college used as base category. 
†<.10  * p<.05   ** p<.01   *** p<.001 

155



 

 

3.10.3.3 Learning About Immigration/Border 

Thirty-five percent of respondents had responses that indicated wanting to learn 

about immigration or border-related issues.  

Only two of the mobilization factors listed above differentiate participation for the 

reason of learning. Participants that have travelled to Mexico before are almost twice as 

likely to report their reason for participation as learning. This is surprising in one sense 

because these participants are already familiar with Mexico. However, this response may 

indicate that participants differentiate travel to Mexico through BorderLinks from travel 

to Mexico for tourism or business purposes. This theme of distinction between modes of 

transnational travel is supported by the large majority of interviewees who, after the trip, 

also explained that BorderLinks is unlike tourism and unlike most international trips they 

have taken before.  

The second mobilization factor that distinguishes those who reported learning 

about immigration as a reason for participation is group membership. Respondents in a 

secular college or university were over three times as likely as respondents from a 

congregation to explain participation in BorderLinks as an opportunity to learn about 

immigration. This is not surprising since college students are primarily involved in 

learning, but it does provide a piece of evidence that trip-takers from congregations may 

not see this experience as educational.  

Varying the feeder organization base category to be secular colleges/universities 

shows that participants from religious colleges and religious professional groups are also 
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significantly less likely to report learning as a reason for participation. Among the types 

of groups that come to BorderLinks, participants with groups from secular 

colleges/universities are clearly differentiated in seeing the travel as education focused on 

immigration.  

 

3.10.3.4 Experiencing 

Just under one-fifth of respondents (19%) reported a reason for participation in 

BorderLinks that could be categorized as “seeking an experience.” Notably, only 15% of 

those that reported experiencing as a reason also reported learning about immigration as a 

reason. This motivational understanding of experiencing appears distinct from the 

motivation for learning. 

The distinct nature of this motivation is confirmed by the results in Table 3.13. 

Respondents that have recently contacted a politician regarding border issues were only 

23% as likely as other respondents to report an experience-seeking reason. This result 

suggests a lack of affinity between the political engagement with immigration issues and 

reporting experience-seeking. Those participants who had travelled to Mexico previously 

in other ways were also less likely to report experience-seeking. Since they were already 

familiar with Mexico, being in Mexico with BorderLinks may appear as less of an exotic 

goal. Those respondents in religious colleges and secular colleges/universities were both 

less likely than congregational respondents to report experience-seeking as reason to 

participate in BorderLinks. By varying the base category of feeder organization to be 
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secular colleges/universities, participants from religious professional groups are seen to 

be much more likely than participants from secular colleges/universities to report 

experience-seeking. This is strong evidence that groups from educational settings are 

more constrained in describing their motivation for participation and that participants 

from certain religious groups (congregations, religious professional groups) prioritize the 

importance of experience for understanding their actions.  

3.10.3.5 Identity 

About one-quarter of respondents (24%) reported reasons for BorderLinks 

participation that could be understood as connected to maintaining or developing their 

identity in relation to immigration or border issues. Only 10% of respondents who 

reported identity as a reason also reported experience-seeking, suggesting substantial 

difference between these reasons. 

A wide range of mobilization factors are associated with reporting identity as a 

reason for participation in BorderLinks. Older participants are more likely to report 

identity as a reason, which may suggest that older participants seek the continuation of 

already-established identities through BorderLinks travel. Those who work more than 30 

hours a week are also more likely to report identity as a reason. There may be two 

complementary reasons for this. First, since working at a high level is considered a 

potential hurdle to biographical availability, taking time out of work may be overcome by 

a strong reason based in personal identity. It is also possible that occupational status helps 

to explain this impact of occupational load. Among those classified as working more than 
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30 hours a week, church work is over-represented. Participation in a BorderLinks 

delegation by church workers may be understood as a function of identity building, as 

well as a responsibility in their position.  

Those who seek out news about Mexico are about 15 times more likely to report 

an identity-based reason for participation in BorderLinks. Attention to news from the 

region is evidence of an engagement level evocative of personal interest and identity. 

Respondents who never attend religious worship are more likely than all other 

respondents to list an identity reason. A couple of the emotions appear to influence the 

identity reason as well: pride in local immigrants and sorrow for migrants crossing the 

desert. Since pride in local immigrants is an infrequently reported emotion, this suggests 

that local connection to immigrants produces a different way of envisioning the meaning 

of BorderLinks travel.  

Finally, participants in religious colleges and secular colleges/universities are both 

much more likely than participants in congregations to see BorderLinks participation as 

identity related. This is clear evidence of the impact of sending organizations on 

motivations. In this case, the meaning of the travel with BorderLinks is distinctly 

different such that participation through a congregation appears to be outside of 

professional or personal identity connections with immigration. This may actually be 

“good news” for BorderLinks, since it shows that congregations may be bringing people 

to encounter an issue that they do not have pre-existing, identity-based interests in. 
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What the preceding analyses have done is draw attention to the diversity of 

motivations that participants gave as a window into what factors foster these motivations. 

In line with the expectations of toolkit theory, we find that immediate organizational 

contexts glue particular persons and particular motivations together, fusing the two. In 

each analysis, the type of feeder organization influenced the type of motivation that was 

articulated. Of course there is no natural connection between motives and participation in 

forms of social action.  The diversity of motivations, and the strong influence of 

immediate organizational contexts, indicates how institutions can bring coherency to 

future action by providing motivational repertoires. The analyses suggest variance not 

only in what BorderLinks travel will mean to participants, but how different institutional 

contexts facilitate the alignment of persons with motivations appropriate to the 

worldview of the group they will be travelling with.   

 

3.10.4 Further Analyzing Repertoires and Feeder Organizations 

The final section of this chapter addresses a different aspect of cultural 

repertories: the feeder organization profiles of understanding immigration, immigration-

related political activity, and emotional orientation towards immigration issues.  

I will show how the feeder organization from which participants come produce 

different conceptions of why immigration occurs, of legitimate actions, and of proper 

emotions. By looking at differences in interpretations of immigration causality, we get a 

sense of how feeder organizations emphasize certain interpretations of social issues. This 
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interpretive orientation of individuals from particular groups provides a sense of the how 

participants will have understanding the BorderLinks trip in a certain way. By looking at 

how individuals within feeder organizations cohere regarding certain political actions, we 

have a sense of how participants (and those they travel with) might imagine the types of 

legitimate actions they could engage in response to what they will learn through their 

BorderLinks trips. Finally, by looking at the emotional profiles of individuals from feeder 

organizations, we see how different institutional contexts produce different emotions 

regarding a social issue such as immigration. These characteristics help to flush out the 

particular profiles, or toolkits, or attitudinal, behavioral, and emotional orientations that 

BorderLinks participants travel with. 

I use correspondence analysis because it allows the presentation of a high number 

of variables within a low-dimensional space (Blasius and Greenacre 2006). 

Correspondence analysis is (proudly) first a descriptive technique, but one which 

maximizes all the information of a data table by prioritizing data inclusion over fitting 

data into a model. Correspondence analysis uses the contribution of chi-square values to 

determine how particular variable categories relate, but also how they contribute to the 

explanation of the full data. This method is ideal here for discovering how a particular 

“could” of points—feeder organizations—characterize the relationship between 

individuals and the other variables under analysis. For all but the first plot in this section 

the particular feeder organizations are plotted as supplementary points. This means they 

do not contribute to the geometric construction of the plot. However, the advantage in 

doing this is to see whether the characteristics of individuals, whom are coming to 
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BorderLinks from feeder organizations, are “collated” by their feeder organization 

without introducing the feeder organization variable itself. All analyses in this section are 

run using the “ca” package of R developed by Greenacre and Blasius (2007). I only 

present two-dimensional plots. 

 

3.10.4.1 Feeder Organizations and the Causality of Immigration 

In the pre-trip survey participants were asked, “From your own opinion, please 

briefly describe what you consider to be the main causes of immigration across the U.S.-

Mexico border?”   

Responses were coded on up to three possible answers: that immigration was 

caused by a general/non-personal force (poverty, economics, NAFTA), that immigration 

was caused by individual desires/actions (desire for a better life, need to provide for 

children), or that some combination of the two caused immigration. About two-thirds 

(63%) of BorderLinks participants responded with answers about general/non-personal 

forces, while the remainder of participants were split between emphasizing individual 

decision-making (19%) or a mix of the two (18%).  

Table 3.14 shows the results for a simple correspondence analysis of the type of 

feeder organization by participants’ understanding of the causality of immigration. 
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Table 3.14 Correspondence Analysis Coordinates, Contribution, and Mass 

Dimension 1 (99.2 %) Dimension 2 (.8%) 

Mass   
Principal 

Coordinates Contribution
Principal 

Coordinates Contribution

Rows 
Religious College -0.68 503 -0.02 57 124 
Secular College 0.3 309 -0.03 281 404 
Religious 
Professionals 0.26 74 0.07 598 124 
Congregation -0.19 114 0.01 63 348 

Columns 
General Cause 0.22 251 0.01 122 627 
Both -0.03 2 -0.06 818 180 
Individual Cause -0.67 747 0.02 60 193 

            
Chi-square=18.787 with 6 df 
(p=.01) 

 

 

163



 

 

As it happens, 99% of the inertia (“variation”) in the relationship between these 

two variables is described by one dimension. To focus on this one dimension, Figure 3.4 

shows a biplot with rows in principal coordinates and columns in standard coordinates. 

This places row profiles onto a map spanned by the column categories. The point size of 

the column categories shows their mass.  

Figure 3.4 Correspondence Analysis of Group Type and Causality 
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The plot is bounded by secular college/university groups (SC) on one end (the 

right side) and religious college groups (RC) on the other. The reported causes of 

immigration structure the map placement of the type of groups, with secular 

college/university groups (SC) and professional religious groups (S) more closely 

identified with notions of immigration caused by general forces. Congregational groups 

(C) are on the left middle of the spectrum, closest to the central point, which represents 

the average profile—if members of a group reported the same distribution of immigration 

causality explanations as the distribution of such explanations for all respondents. 

Religious college groups (RC) are more closely connected to individual explanations of 

immigration causality.  

Feeder organizations align with different understandings of immigration causality, 

which may affect the messages and information that groups focus on as they begin a 

BorderLinks trip. 

 

3.10.4.2 Feeder Organizations and Legitimate Political Behavior 

This section focuses on participants’ background with immigration-related 

political activity. Regarding whether they had signed a petition related to immigration or 

contacted a politician in relation to immigration, respondents were asked if they had done 

the activity in the past 12 months, had done the activity in the more distant past, had not 

done the activity but might, or had not done it and would not. In the previous 12 months, 

20% had signed an immigration petition (petmig1) and 11% had contacted a politician 
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(petmig1). A third variable shows participation in an immigration advocacy group: 

whether the respondent is an active member (14%; grpimm1), is an inactive member 

(9%; grpimm2), used to be a member (4%; grpimm3), or has never been a member of 

such a group (74%; grpimm4). The profile of feeder organizations in relation to each of 

these variables provides a sense of political actions that are legitimate to participants, 

actions that are within the realm of possibility, and behaviors which are not considered 

legitimate.  

 Figure 3.5 is a plot of a multiple correspondence analysis, with the group type of 

feeder organization entered as supplementary points and symbolized by upside-down 

triangles.  
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Figure 3.5 Multiple Correspondence Analysis of Immigration-Related Political 
Activity 

 

 

The first dimension of this plot explains 65% of the inertia, while the second 
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politicians (contmig1) and on the left by never being willing to sign an immigration 

petition (petmig4). (Both of these points are positioned close to their counterpart of the 

other action; i.e., contmig1 is close to petmig1 and petmig4 is close to contmig4.) This 

dimension could be termed: “Willingness to do immigration-related political activity.” 

From right to left is a decreasing willingness to engage with immigration-related political 

activity.  

The second dimension (vertical axis) is anchored on top by never being willing to 

sign a petition (petmig4) and, on the bottom, by a constellation of three points: past 

involvement with an immigration advocacy group (grpimm3), inactive involvement with 

such a group (grpimm3), and past signing of a petition (petmig2). This dimension could 

be termed: “When to do political activity.” On the bottom half are middle categories of 

political involvement (done it in the past or might do it sometime), while on the top are 

decisive categories (never doing it or doing it in the present).  

 Notably, only the Secular College group (group.2) is located on the right side of 

the first dimension. It generally is opposed to other groups; participants from this feeder 

organization are strongly associated with political activity in the recent past, and are 

somewhat associated with recent political activity. This group is the furthest from the 

origin, thus this group’s profile is the most distinct among the four groups. 

 The other three groups are relatively low on willingness to do political activity. 

The response categories of “never” symbolized by petmig4 and contmig4 in the upper 

left-hand are rare, but the remaining three groups are more related to “never” or “maybe” 
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doing immigration-related political activity than actually having done anything politically 

related to immigration. 

 These graphs show that the understanding of immigration causality is strongly 

patterned by the type of feeder organization their group comes from. With such divergent 

experiences of political activity related to immigration, participants in these different 

feeder organizations will enter a BorderLinks experience with groups having distinct 

histories of how to engage immigration issues. Of course, this suggests room for change 

among many BorderLinks groups, but it also signals discomfort among some groups with 

seeing a political valence to immigration issues.  

 

3.10.4.3 Importance of Immigration as an Issue 

Participants in BorderLinks have different levels of salience for the importance of 

the topic of immigration. Very few respondents (5%) regarded the border or immigration 

as the most important topics they paid attention to, while 54% claimed it was one 

important issue among many they paid attention to. Thirty-one percent said it was only 

somewhat important while 10% said it was not important at all. 

In Figure 3.6 a plot of a multiple correspondence analysis is shown with a number 

of personal characteristics that might make participants value the importance of 

immigration issues. Included in the plot are whether a participant had been on a short-

term trip south of the border (stm1=yes, stm0=no), how well they spoke Spanish 

(span0=none, span1=conversational, span2=fluent), whether they were white (race0=non-
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white, race1=white), and whether they reported being aware of migrants in their local 

community (closmig0=no, closmig1=yes).  

Figure 3.6 Multiple Correspondence Analysis of Immigration Issues with Related 
Characteristics 
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The first dimension of this plot explains 77% of inertia, while the second only 

explains 5%. Dimension one appears to show racial/ethnic importance with immigration, 

with the left hand side anchored by the issue not being important at all (impt4). 

Dimension two is difficult to interpret, but is anchored on the top by those who have been 

on a short-term trip (stm1). This dimension appears to show “personal experience” with 

immigration on top and personal identification with immigration on the bottom. (Though 

the third dimension is small (.4%), the horseshoe shape of the “importance” variable 

suggests some complexity we cannot address here.) 

 There is a clear, strong connection between Secular College groups (group2) and 

the poles of both dimensions in the plot. Participants from these groups likely see 

immigration as important, and are themselves more likely fluent in Spanish and non-

white. On the opposite quadrant of the plot are Congregational groups (group4), which 

are related to “white” and barely seeing immigration as an important issue (impt4). 

Neither Religious College (group1) groups nor Religious Professional groups (group3) 

appear to have ethnic identification or personal experience with immigration. 

 Here feeder organizations have produced groups with divergent views about the 

importance of immigration issues. These plots suggest “room to change” regarding the 

importance of immigration, but also how some characteristics of participants (race and 

Spanish language ability) that increase the salience of immigration are closely connected 

to groups’ origins. 
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3.10.4.4 Emotions 

Finally, group types of feeder organizations may have distinct emotional cultures 

regarding the legitimacy of types and targets of emotions.  

Figure 3.7 presents a multiple correspondence biplot of theoretically important 

combinations of emotional types with emotional targets. Also included in the plot are the 

level of importance of immigration for participants. Dimension one, which explains 76% 

of the inertia, shows the level of emotional involvement with immigration issues, 

anchored on the right side by anger towards the Border Patrol (bpang1) and, on the left 

side, by lack of importance with the issue (and lack of anger at politicians [polang0]). 

The second dimension is difficult to characterize and only explains 5% of the inertia. 
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Figure 3.7 Multiple Correspondence Analysis of Emotion Types 

 

The most important observation to note is that Secular College groups (group2) 
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they still tilt towards lacking emotions. Congregational groups do not see immigration as 

important—and their lack of emotional investment confirms this. 

 

3.10.5 Examining Political Activity, Importance, and Emotions Once More 

 One of the strong conclusions from the preceding analyses is the distinctiveness 

of Secular College groups. But what about differences among the three religious groups? 

The next three plots are identical to the last three above, except that the Secular College 

group has been removed. The strong influence of the difference of that group is removed 

to help reveal differences among the three remaining religious groups. 

 Figure 3.8 shows immigration political activity. The first dimension, explaining 

61% of inertia, shows decisiveness on such political activity: either doing it or not doing 

it. The second dimension (17% of inertia) appears to show how recent such activity has 

been: very recent on bottom (grpimm1 and contmig1) or further in the past on top 

(contmig2 and grpimm3). Notably, participants in these three groups do not tend to show 

decisiveness or recent involvement in immigration-related political activity—they mostly 

are located near the intersection of the axes. One group type, Religious Professionals 

(group3), does differ from the other religious groups. It appears that religious 

professional groups are “mixed”: being close to two categories of signing petitions 

(petmig4 and petmig2) and with some weak relationship to past contact of politicians and 

participation in immigration advocacy groups. As a future chapter will explore, this 

diversity appears to be caused by experienced leaders with activist histories taking groups 
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of neophytes to the border, something which has a profound effect on the experience of 

these groups. 

Figure 3.8 Multiple Correspondence Analysis of Immigration-Related Political 
Activity 
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two of the groups are opposite from Congregational groups (group4). Congregational 

groups are closer to “white” and low issue importance, while the other groups are 

somewhat more related to having a non-white, speaking a middle level of Spanish, being 

close to migrants in the local community, and having a higher importance of the 

immigration issue.  
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Figure 3.9: Multiple Correspondence Analysis of Immigration Issues with Related 
Characteristics 

 

 Finally, Figure 3.10 shows the emotional characteristics of participants from these 
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close to having emotions. Congregational groups (group4), on the other hand, are 

populated by participants with few if any emotions regarding immigration-related figures.  

Figure 3.10: Multiple Correspondence Analysis of Emotion Types 
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salience, political behavior, and understanding of immigration causality are all connected 

to the feeder organizations that groups come from. This suggests that groups will enter 

the BorderLinks experience with particular understandings and emotions. The structure 

of these understandings and emotions lay the baseline for any change that will happen 

during BorderLinks, but also the fundamental interpretations that will emerge for groups. 

 

3.11 Conclusion 

By presenting an array of analyses, this chapter has drawn a picture of BorderLinks 

participants that is complex. BorderLinks participants are distinguishable from the typical 

American adult, particularly in terms of educational achievement, income, age, worship 

attendance, and liberal political and policy leanings. These differences from the general 

American adult population show that this is a self-selected group; that is obvious. Short-

term international immersion travel through BorderLinks is a form of transnational 

interaction that requires financial resources, is valued by persons with deep educational 

backgrounds, is of interest to people with attitudinal orientation towards liberal 

immigration views, and is familiar to participants given rich histories of international 

travel, including through previous short-term immersion. We have a sense of the types of 

persons whom would select to participate in a time- and resource-intensive activity that 

interacts with a contentious social issue in a distinctive way. 

But there is also a striking degree of diversity among BorderLinks participants, 

particularly in terms of age, marital status, organizational affiliations, religious practice, 
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political activity, and emotions. As the second half of this chapter described, these 

differences are overwhelmingly produced by feeder organizations: those organizations 

that bring individual participants to BorderLinks. This reaffirms the role of feeder 

organizations for producing interest and actually coordinating people to participate in 

both short-term immersion travel. The result is that certain cultural repertoires are active 

for participants as they arrive in Arizona with a particular type of feeder organization. 

This diversity affirms that different repertoires result in similar action, but helps to see 

how diverse experiential outcomes will likely be produced. 

Participants from the four types of feeder organizations are distinct in important 

ways. Participants from congregations are less structuralist in their interpretation of 

immigration causality, less politically active, less willing to express anger, and more 

likely to understand immersion travel as an “experience.” In contrast, participants from 

the two types of colleges are more likely to see immersion travel as part of identity 

projects tied to the topic of immigration and the border. But there are also important 

differences between these collegiate groups. Participants from secular 

colleges/universities are more likely to see immigration causality in structural terms, 

more likely to see this form of travel as a chance to learn, and more involved with a 

number of political behaviors. Religious professional groups, comprised of adults 

involved in religious ministry, appear to inhabit a middle position in which they are more 

politically involved than congregations and religious colleges, but less so than secular 

college groups. 
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The organizational connection between feeder organizations and BorderLinks shows 

how various organizations value this type of transnational activity. Some, like secular 

colleges, appear to focus on immigration and immigrants, encouraging a view among 

participants related to learning and/or identity. Other feeder organizations value 

immersion travel more for the nature of the activity than the topic being highlighted. 

These organizations construct distinct groups of participants with different motivations 

for participation, different understandings of immigration causality, different 

backgrounds of political action, and different emotions. The diversity among participants 

created by feeder organizations helps to understand that these trips have diverse 

meanings. It also lays the foundation for understanding how the common experience of 

BorderLinks travel can be experienced differently and produce an array of different 

outcomes. By accounting for these organizational repertoires, this research helps extend 

mobilization research in a way that deals with the meanings and practices of short-term 

international immersion travel. 
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4. THE SHAPE AND SHAPING OF BORDERLINKS’ CULTURE OF SOCIAL 
ACTION 

 

 BorderLinks is trying to help solve immigration-related injustices at the U.S.-

Mexico border and make visible the plight of undocumented immigrants. These are the 

overarching themes that a visitor to the BorderLinks website, a reader of BorderLinks’ 

materials, or a participant in a BorderLinks trip would notice. Exactly how BorderLinks 

attempts to achieve these goals, however, is unusual for observers looking for typical 

social movement tactics or educational strategies. BorderLinks does not present a precise 

diagnostic frame about the nature of U.S.-Mexico border policy, it does not urge concrete 

political actions by participants, it does not have an easily accessible membership base to 

mobilize, and it avoids conflict with or demonization of border enforcement authorities. 

BorderLinks is also distinct from the religious short-term trip movement since its trips 

include neither conversion-oriented evangelical activity nor charitable assistance in 

foreign communities.  

Instead, BorderLinks’ logic of social change is based on socially-oriented 

personal transformation: that the experience of visiting the geographical space of  the 

border will produce moralized judgments which participants can share with their home 

communities. BorderLinks’ trust in this vision is a trust in the liberatory potential of 

education to simultaneously be a tool of personal and social transformation. This logic 

eschews aggressively defining the border’s problems and solutions, which a casual 

observer might expect from a generally pro-immigrant organization. This belief in 
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personal transformation, and the respect for participants’ personal deliberation of political 

conscience, is based in the religious roots of the organization and produces a distinct 

view of politics that fits with the apolitical nature of the feeder organizations that send 

participants to BorderLinks.  

Instead of political arguments, BorderLinks participants encounter the 

circumstances of suffering. Instead of sorting out specific answers through informed 

argument, BorderLinks participants process emotions and search their hearts. Instead of 

imagining coherent group-based activism, BorderLinks participants are encouraged to be 

flecks of yeast: bearing the potential to change their home communities through their 

personal transformation. Like the leavening power of yeast, though, the outcome of 

transforming their home communities is mostly beyond participants’ self-control, only 

occurring, to paraphrase Marx, through conditions not of their own making. BorderLinks 

participants are learning to be religious and political in ways that equip them for specific 

religious and political journeys, journeys which are likely to be navigated individually in 

a multitude of contexts with varying religious and political identities  (Lichterman 1995; 

Lichterman 1996; Madsen 2009).  

BorderLinks’ seemingly banal idea of “raising awareness” is made moral, 

emotional, and relevant to participants’ personal circumstances through experiential 

travel. What BorderLinks produces is a mode of politicization that moves awareness-

raising out of the cognitive domain (Collins 2001). Despite the close attention to 

information about border injustices and border policies, BorderLinks is attempting to 
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form a felt politics that emphasizes moralized readings of the U.S.-Mexico border while 

respecting the boundaries of individual conscience, organizational neutrality, and respect 

to difference (Ignatow 2007; Winchester 2008). By doing so, BorderLinks is creating a 

politics that avoids the most controversial aspects of “politics” and “activism,” while 

motivating individuals to do something—anything—more than they currently are 

regarding immigration (Eliasoph 1997; Eliasoph 1998). 

This is an approach that BorderLinks simultaneously constructs, defends, and 

embodies. Indeed, BorderLinks must educate its own participants about such an 

educational approach; it must transform individuals towards the possibility of 

transformation. Halfway through a trip with St. Michael’s Church, a vocally progressive 

participant suggested to the trip leader, Janice, that the money used to send participants 

on BorderLinks trips could instead be sent across the border, to be used by local NGO’s 

for development projects in Mexico. This participant’s critique was not meant to be 

harsh; in fact, she was pointing out the obvious amount of material resources involved in 

travel and the strange thought of spending money and time to learn about inequality. 

Janice replied to this suggestion with passion, registering the symbolic importance and 

tenuousness of BorderLinks’ approach. In her words, “BorderLinks is different. Those 

other groups [development NGO’s] are good, but BorderLinks believes education is 

important to change the root causes.” The reference to changing root causes, though, does 

not imply traditional modes of activism, as is clear when George, another BorderLinks 

delegation leader, distinguished BorderLinks’ vision to a new group of trip participants 

on the first day of their trip. When explaining BorderLinks’ approach, George argued, 
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“we are not activists here, so we’re not doing lobbying or things like that. We do 

education.” 

 The translation of this distinctive vision into reality, though, is pock-marked with 

difficulties. As is well documented in numerous studies of volunteerism and activism, 

what organizations say they are doing is not the same as what actually occurs in the 

course of their activity (Baggett 2005; Fisher 2006; Kunda 2006; Lichterman 2005). 

BorderLinks is no different. For example, BorderLinks advocates a discovery of 

information about the U.S.-Mexico border that is not determined by experts, but comes 

from the mouths of “normal” people, such as immigrants and local citizens. In reality, 

though, BorderLinks participants actually spend a large portion of their time listening to 

experts such as professors from the local state university, heads of non-profit 

organizations, federal lawyers defending detained immigrants, and even various border-

enforcement agents. A typical day on a trip averages at least five hours of sitting and 

listening to experts, with participants (and ethnographers) trying to prevent tell-tale signs 

of fatigue such as closed eyes and drooping necks.  

 Another example of the divergence between vision and reality comes with 

BorderLinks’ desire to have participants engage in some sort of action after their trip. 

Instead of focusing on a prioritized list of suggested actions, the organization introduces 

an array of possibilities for participants. Many ideas are highly individuated, especially a 

recurring message to “share the story” of their experience at the U.S.-Mexico border. As 

one Mexican BorderLinks delegation leader, Lizbeth, commented at the end of a trip with 
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a group from Central College: “Take stories you heard here back, along with the faces of 

people [you met]. Tell people about the border, especially those with the least 

knowledge.” This focus on sharing story is aimed at social transformation through the 

circulation of moralized information and reports on experience. Testimonial-giving is a 

mode of discursive social action familiar to religious groups, as well as advocates for 

human rights within transnational society (Kurasawa 2009). An immersion trip, with its 

wealth of new experiences, provides a range of story components, but this individualized 

form of action is variable in its eventual content, the conditions of its exercise, and its 

effects beyond the power of the story-teller. 

BorderLinks struggles to definitively suggest more than this, despite wanting 

participants to act on their experience. The organizational expectation of post-trip action 

beyond story-telling can thin to almost nothing. At the end of a powerful week with St. 

Michael’s Church, Janice passed out BorderLinks’ Toolkit for Action, a document meant 

to suggest steps participants could take after their trip to “take action.” In the act of 

introducing this resource, though, Janice unwittingly dialed back the moral imperative for 

action, saying “If you don’t agree with it, you can just ignore it—you don’t have to use 

it.”  

These initial observations raise three related questions about experiential 

immersion travel produced by BorderLinks to be explored in this chapter:  

What does BorderLinks say is its vision for social change?  

What does this organizational vision look like in practice?  
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And, what accounts for the fractures between vision and practice?  

Through answering these questions, I deepen knowledge about this hybrid form of 

civic engagement. One benefit of this is understanding how experiential travel producers 

like BorderLinks construct a distinct and beneficial vision of civic action which 

participants see as a way to work for social justice, but which fits in a very particular way 

with their backgrounds and organizational origins (Fischer 2011; Wuthnow 1998). A 

second benefit is clarifying how organizations like BorderLinks, which sit on the edge of 

organization fields (e.g. not a social movement organization, not a school, not a church, 

not a travel agency) struggle to maintain a distinct pedagogy across a period of historical 

change. Finally, this analysis shows how cultural meanings embedded in trip practices 

construct trajectories of legitimate social action. 

I begin this chapter by describing BorderLinks’ organizational history, 

particularly its tie to other social movements and its changes over the course of 20 years. 

I then introduce the concept of “fracture” as a way to analyze the alignments and 

discrepancies between BorderLinks’ ideals and it practices. The bulk of the chapter 

presents the cultural structure of BorderLinks’ organizational vision and the ensuing 

fractures in practice. I conclude with three overlapping explanations about why these 

fractures exist. 
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4.1 A Brief History 

In 2008, the year I began travelling with BorderLinks, the organizational mission 

was to be “an international leader in experiential education that raises awareness and 

inspires actions around global political economics.”  Written on pamphlets, web-pages, 

and application forms, the organizational vision continued: 

Today, BorderLinks’ educational programs focus on issues of immigration, 

community formation, development, and social justice in the borderlands between 

Mexico, the U.S., and beyond. As a bi-national organization, BorderLinks brings 

people together to build bridges of solidarity across North and Latin American 

borders and promote intercultural understanding and respect. 

BorderLinks vision today is a product of a particular social movement culture, shifting 

political realities, and the characteristics of its staff persons. In the ensuing overview, I 

draw from a number of articles, theses, popular histories, and interviews that recount the 

BorderLinks story from both insider and outsider perspectives (Cunningham 2001; 

Cunningham 2002; Gill 1999; Gill 2004a; Menjivar 2007; Perin 2003; Piekielek 2003; 

Ufford-Chase 2004a; Ufford-Chase 2011). 

BorderLinks was created in the late 1980’s by activists deeply involved in the 

Central American Peace and Sanctuary Movements. The movement culture of that era 

emphasized, among other strategies, creating personal connections to locations of 

suffering through experiential immersion travel, recruiting individuals through religious 

congregations, and using religious narratives and symbols to moralize socio-political 
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realities (Nepstad 2004; Smith 1996). Through the initiative of a handful of persons in 

these movements and close connections to Mainline Protestant denominations and 

seminaries, BorderLinks was born.  

With its founding in 1988 BorderLinks entered a crowded field of social 

movement-related organizations, but with a particular mission. According to a person 

involved with the founding whom I interviewed in 2009, BorderLinks was intentionally 

designed to be become the “educational arm” of the local Sanctuary Movement which 

had begun in Southern Arizona and was expanding nationally at that time. One of 

BorderLinks’ purposes was to raise awareness about the work of the Sanctuary 

Movement, and the reasons behind the need for the Sanctuary Movement, through 

personalized experiences along the border.  

Its mission, while distinct from the strategies of other movement organizations, 

nonetheless dovetailed with three emerging outcomes of the Central American Peace and 

Sanctuary Movements. First, BorderLinks capitalized on the increased legitimacy of 

social-justice focused religious travel that had proved a powerful component of groups 

such as Witness for Peace in the Central American Peace Movement (Griffin-Nolan 

1991; Nepstad 2004; Nepstad and Smith 1999; Smith 1996). During the 1980’s these 

groups organized travel to Central America through missionary and denominational 

networks, often using the resources of liberation theology to frame and motivate. Second, 

BorderLinks’ location in Tucson, just 70 miles from the Mexican border, provided 

gateway status to promote an easy connection with the Mexico and Central American 
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region which had entered the geographic consciousness of many activists and religious 

organizations. Third, BorderLinks could tap into the sheer numbers of people across the 

United States who knew about Central America. By the late-1980’s, particularly with 

revelations in the Iran-Contra affair, Central American causes were well-known and 

covered in various educational and religious organizations. BorderLinks filled an 

organizational niche in a consciousness-raising division of labor by organizing the many 

requests by congregations, colleges, seminaries, and universities to visit the border. 

The organization and its approach were conceived within the context of liberal 

Christian theology in the 1980’s. BorderLinks’ founding director, Rick Ufford-Chase, 

was the son of a PCUSA minister with widespread experience of connecting social 

analysis, theology, and activism. In 1986, according to an online autobiography, Ufford-

Chase took his first immersion trip to Central America with Witness for Peace (2011). In 

the ensuing years, he became connected to regional and national networks of religiously-

motivated activists focusing broadly on peace issues, but specifically on Central 

American issues. He recounted his work “as a mission worker for the Presbyterian 

Church USA” (Ufford-Chase 2011), suggesting the religious identity BorderLinks had at 

its founding. During its first decade, a number of liberal theologians and religious 

activists helped to construct BorderLinks mission and identity, including Robert McAfee 

Brown, John Fife, and Ched Myers. In nearly twenty years of leading BorderLinks, 

Ufford-Chase became nationally known for the work, resulting in his election as 

moderator of the General Assembly of the PCUSA and his public speaking for 

borderland and Latin American issues (2004a; 2004b).  
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The vision of its founding, particularly in an era when liberal theologians were 

questioning the legitimacy of the state use of repressive force in foreign countries, was a 

part of BorderLinks’ interpretive repertoire. An anthropologist studying the Sanctuary 

Movement in the early 1990’s has written that BorderLinks “didn’t provide just any kind 

of immersion but one that resonated with Sanctuary’s political critique of the US state” 

(Cunningham 2001: 373). In these early days, BorderLinks framed the state as repressive, 

and constructed this repressive interpretation with frequent visits to the Immigration and 

Naturalization Service. Reflecting on the purposes of such visits, Cunningham notes that  

“Borderlinks participants were to see the inscription of this state in the encounters with 

the INS and Border Patrol” (Cunningham 2001: 380).  

As the Central American Peace Movement and Sanctuary Movements declined, 

partially in response to victories won for Central American asylum-seekers and the 

ending of Central American conflicts, BorderLinks remained as an organizational locale 

for persons and organizations to cultivate international awareness and connect to a recent 

history of religious activism. By outlasting the movement of its birth, BorderLinks 

unintentionally became a form of social movement abeyance structure: an organizational 

locale that keeps movement-rooted interpretations and affiliations alive when other 

movement organizations have disappeared (Nepstad 2008; Taylor 1989b). Since 

BorderLinks was never just a social movement organization given its educational 

pedagogy, it had the inertia to survive the decline of the Central American Peace and 

Sanctuary Movements themselves. BorderLinks’ own self-history reiterates this 

connection, making activist history a deep part of its identity (Gill 1999). 
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BorderLinks continued a topical focus on Central American issues within 

religious circles (Cunningham 2002). A handful of other organizations, including School 

of Americas Watch, the InterReligious Task Force on Central America, and Witness for 

Peace worked in this same vein, connecting religious communities with Central 

American issues. These organizations facilitated an ongoing web of connections to 

specific places and political institutions, while linking and forming individuals for 

potential future activism. Even as late as 2009, 16% of BorderLinks participants reported 

having heard of the Central American Peace Movement. A small number (2%) of 

BorderLinks participants reported actually participating in the Central American Peace 

Movement and 9% personally knew someone else who did. These low numbers of 

familiarity with the history of the Central American Peace Movement belie their 

importance—those who were old enough to have participated in the Central American 

Peace Movement are now organizational leaders—professors and pastors—introducing 

their charges to the issues and styles of participation that had been part of their activist 

histories.  

Today, BorderLinks’ participants get a feel for this history during their travel with 

the organization. One hot afternoon in Mexico, the group from St. Michael’s avoided the 

mid-day sun by sitting with Ophelia in the office of BorderLink’s building in Mexico, 

known as “the Casa.” Two rotating fans, set up just outside our 10-seat circle of 

mismatched chairs, circulated air through the living-room-turned-office of the building. 

With the heat and barren scenery just outside the window, its location in the Sonoran 

desert was unmistakable. Ophelia began by saying that she had known of BorderLinks for 
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many years as part of her work with the local Catholic Church. In the 1980’s she had 

assisted with smuggling refugees across the border. She described how BorderLinks staff 

in that time period would help coordinate resources to file cases in support of political 

asylum. She described how the religious ecumenism of BorderLinks, connected to the 

international ecumenism of the Sanctuary Movement, inspired her through the difficulty 

of work that led to threats and mistreatment of activists. 

Abeyance structures such as BorderLinks can then serve to seed new movement 

organizations, drawing on old themes and former participants. The connection between 

BorderLinks and current social movement organizations is clear. The founder of 

BorderLinks, Rick Ufford-Chase, was an original founder of “No More Deaths” (Ufford-

Chase 2011). In 2009, at least three members of BorderLinks’ board were founding 

figures in the local humanitarian aid organizations No More Deaths and the Samaritans of 

Green Valley, AZ.  The focus of BorderLinks expands knowledge about the border and 

increases connections among participants to other movements, passing on the decades-

old movement culture to another generation. For example, BorderLinks participants 

usually interact with local humanitarian aid activists during their trip. But BorderLinks 

itself is a node in the organizational networks of this movement culture, strengthening 

connections and supporting individual participants. In 2009, 37% of BorderLinks 

participants had heard of the movement to close the School of the Americas and 5% had 

participated with the movement prior to their BorderLinks trip. Similarly, 52% of 
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participants had heard of the New Sanctuary Movement and 3% were affiliated with 

organizations that were supporters of it.20  

Beyond connections to these particular movements, BorderLinks has sustained a 

specific mode of being both religious and activist without being overtly political. This is 

a delicate balance. In his organizational history, Gill (1999; 2004a) notes ideological 

tensions at the founding of BorderLinks between organizations active in Sanctuary 

moving refugees from the border northward. As he describes it, “The Chicago style [of 

Sanctuary] was one of political action, seeking to change national policy, while the 

Tucson style was more in line with Quaker values of providing assistance in a peaceful 

manner. … Those in Tucson…felt that the spiritual aspect of their work had been the 

primary focus at the outset and should continue to be so” (Gill 1999: 15). At BorderLinks 

this meant that while connected with social movements and having staff activists, a 

particular mode of activism was the most legitimate. This meant, and means, an approach 

for BorderLinks that is less politically divisive and construes social action as an 

outgrowth of personal spirituality.  

Like most organizations, BorderLinks has had to deal with changes around it 

(Armstrong 2002). BorderLinks had to change its focus in response to the shifting context 

of events occurring along the border and in Central America. BorderLinks’ focus in the 

1990’s and early 2000’s was characterized by uncertainty. While other organizations, 

                                                 
20 These descriptive statistics are drawn from the pre-trip survey explained in Chapter One. Of course, it is 
possible the participants learned about these organizations and issues in preparation for the BorderLinks 
trip, particularly because trips are often organized by middle-aged leaders who were and are involved in 
these movements. 
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such as School of the Americas Watch (Gill 2004b; Nelson-Pallmeyer 1997), continued a 

close connection between the Central American region and U.S. policy, BorderLinks’ 

own specialty shifted towards regional issues of the desert Southwest. The shift in issues 

was not simple, but dovetailed with a shift in economic, political, and government 

terrains which had at one time been quite clearly engaged by Sanctuary-era BorderLinks 

activities.  

An anthropologist who had studied the Sanctuary Movement participated in a 

BorderLinks delegation in 1990 as part of her research. In 1999 she did so again and used 

that gap in time to determine changes in the organization’s focus (Cunningham 2001; 

Cunningham 2002). In those ten years, BorderLinks transitioned from a focus on Central 

America politics, with a clear marking of the U.S. government as the controller of the 

border, to a broader focus on aspects of free-trade and neoliberal economics. In this 

newly global focus, the machinations of nation-states were less the problem to people in 

the region than stateless policies related to free trade. This had implications for 

BorderLinks’ pedagogy. As an example, Cunningham (Cunningham 2001; Cunningham 

2002) observed sympathetic reactions from trip participants to a Border Patrol officer, 

something that seemed impossible a decade earlier. In an example of state counter-

movement, the Border Patrol had figured out to have one point person for public 

relations, a person who presented a coherent, agreeable message and face (Meyer and 

Staggenborg 1996). In addition, the social analysis provided during a BorderLinks trip at 

the turn of the millennium was less clear, and the BorderLinks staff admitted to 

struggling with the purpose of immersion trips in a radically changed political and 
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economic environment. The organization’s official history notes this same shift in focus: 

as the Central American refugee plight ended in the mid-1990’s, the focus moved from 

political themes to the economic forces structuring the border (Gill 1999).  

 During this time, the organization attempted to move towards a transnational 

structure that would allow better representation and power for community organizations 

and staff persons on the Mexico side of the border. In 1995 a three-day organizational 

visioning meeting focused on “broadening the base and scope of the BorderLinks 

program to include more participants, staff and advisors from the various countries of 

Latin America, and to sponsor diverse kinds of get-togethers so that people from the 

north and south of the border could educate each other and strategize together” (Gill 

1999: 25). Since that time, a number of large “Encuentros” have been held as weekend-

long meetings between community leaders and partners from both sides of the border to 

plan programs. 

Between 1994 and 2004, BorderLinks initiated a range of cross-border cultural 

and development projects (Gill 1999). This included partnering with Catholic Relief 

Services to create a micro-loan agency in northern Mexico. BorderLinks also purchased a 

large piece of property in a colonia of Nogales to serve as a base for community 

programs as well as a place for BorderLinks’ own delegation groups to stay. This became 

Casa de la Misericordia (House of Hope), which has variously housed feeding, training, 

day care, and gardening programs for residents in the local area.21 As Ophelia, a staff 

                                                 
21 The Casa officially became the Hogar de Esperanza y Paz (HEPAC) in 2010 as part of an organizational 
restructuring that incorporated this site, legally and financially, in Mexico despite an earlier incorporation 
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member at the Casa described it, the Casa is unlike other non-profits in Mexico because it 

attempts to respond to the immediate needs of the community without having its efforts 

controlled by the government. 

These shifts in transnational focus were spurred by a dramatic shift in the political 

and economic ties of the United States with Mexico. The ratification of the North 

American Free Trade Agreement in 1996 increased the presence of one form of global 

capitalism in BorderLinks’ backyard: maquilas owned by a range of international 

companies that hired relatively cheap labor, assembled finished products in non-

unionized conditions, and exported the finished products to the United States for 

consumption. In the early years of NAFTA’s implementation, before rights organizations 

slowly developed regimes of protection that somewhat improved factory conditions 

(Bickham Mendez 2005), the maquilas and their impact became a key site of 

BorderLinks’ focus. Maquilas introduced a host of issues that drew social-justice focused 

groups to BorderLinks to learn about labor rights, women’s freedom, ecological 

destruction, labor mobility, and fair trade consumption.  

 

4.1.1 The 21st Century: Consequences of an Emerging Neoliberal Order 

The rise of maquilas was one major part of NAFTA, the part that received a 

majority of news and academic attention at the time. Other portions of NAFTA took 

                                                                                                                                                 
process that had apparently led to legal and fundraising problems. Perin, Jodi Rae. 2003. "Educational 
Travel for Societal Change: An Exploration of Popular Education Along the Mexico-U.S. Border." Thesis. 
Anthropology, University of Arizona, Tucson. 
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longer to brew into a problem that noticeably impacted the region of BorderLinks’ 

location. NAFTA’s provisions included a transformation of the pre-existing Mexican 

land use system which, while not necessarily efficient by American agricultural 

standards, had tamped down permanent migration by Mexicans by allowing a home 

agricultural base. Until NAFTA, and for some years after, when Mexican migrants did 

migrate to the United States it was often for seasonal purposes to work the harvests in the 

United States. In a cyclical pattern, Mexican nationals would come to the U.S. for 

stretches of time to earn money prior to returning home (Massey, Durand, and Malone 

2003).  

With the restructuring of land rights, formerly shared pieces of land were divided 

and became even less productive for sustaining families (Fitting 2010). Further, NAFTA 

allowed U.S. agricultural dumping of grains on less-efficient Mexican agricultural 

markets which suppress the profits that Mexicans could derive from their own 

agricultural production (Wise 2010). Labor mobility, and the ensuing explosion of 

remittances, became an increasingly necessary solution for Mexican families. This 

international economic policy shift also correlated with Mexican governance problems, 

including the peso devaluation of 1994, which increased the wage and quality of life 

differentials between Mexico and U.S. The departure of some maquilas for even cheaper 

wages in Asian markets destabilized free trade zones along the border, increasing the 

population and turning them into jumping off points for immigration to the United States. 

One cumulative effect of these numerous forces was an increase in labor migration to the 

United States (Delgado-Wise and Covarrubias 2007). But even these changes were not 
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enough to generate a new nationally-visible round of political and activist outrage in the 

Southwestern United States. 

The key change that politicized immigration on a broad scale was in border 

enforcement policy at numerous points along the U.S.-Mexico border, spurred by the 

example of Operation Gatekeeper in El Paso in the mid-1990’s (Nevins 2010). The 

enforcement policies of federal border agencies funneled migrant traffic away from 

traditional urban crossings into the deserts. Lights, walls, and increased federal agent 

presence in urban areas made the rather unknown challenges of the Mexican desert more 

appealing for migrants. Eventually, this move to remote, dangerous routes also increased 

the economic incentives for organizations, both opportunistic and criminal, to organize a 

black market crossing trade. By 2004, the impact of these policies had shown up in 

BorderLinks’ back yard, as increasing numbers of persons crossed the U.S.-Mexico 

border through what is known as the “Tucson sector,” a stretch of Sonoran desert from 

Yuma to the New Mexico border. In addition to migrant foot traffic, smuggler vehicular 

traffic, and hundreds of border enforcement vehicles, dead bodies also began regularly 

appearing in the desert. From 1999 to 2004, the number of dead bodies found in the 

Tucson Sector desert increased from 20 to more than 150 each year (Rubio-Goldsmith et 

al. 2006). Border-crossing apprehensions, and other evidence of crossing, also climbed as 

tens of thousands of Mexican migrants crossed the border. 

BorderLinks has become substantially immigration-oriented in the ensuing years. 

The large majority of trip activity is connected to aspects of U.S.-Mexico border 
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immigration: the economic conditions of migrants, the danger of desert crossings, the 

care of migrants by local social organizations, and the deadly policies of border 

enforcement. Symbolically, this immigration focus is quite clear at BorderLinks’ 

building. Outside the door that participants enter in their first moments at BorderLinks is 

a bright-blue barrel, recently retired from serving desert duty as a water station with the 

humanitarian aid group Humane Borders. The main meeting area at BorderLinks has an 

“immigration history timeline” on pieces of paper taped to the walls around the room, 

reminiscent of an information-filled grade school classroom. Each piece of paper 

highlights a moment of immigration history in the United States, pointing out moments of 

especially dark history such as Chinese exclusion or indentured servitude. In the winter of 

2010-2011, the entry hallway to BorderLinks was repainted to show the U.S.-Mexico 

border region, with markings to indicate the various places near major migrant border 

crossings that BorderLinks groups visit. 

The day-to-day activities of a BorderLinks trip are overwhelmingly focused on 

immigration and the border. Nearly all groups (88%) visit at least one organizational 

location (shelter, aid agency, soup kitchen) where they will likely have interactions with 

migrants. On a weeklong trip, the median number of such visits is two. Over 95% of 

groups visit with immigrant-related organizations or activists in the United States, such as 

No More Deaths activists. On a weeklong trip, the median number of such visits is four. 

Over 90% of groups visit with a migrant service organization in Mexico, such as the 

Grupo Beta migrant-protection agency or La Corazon, a daily feeding enterprise for 

deported immigrants. On a weeklong trip, the median number of such visits is four. 
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About half of all groups meet with a U.S. border control agent and nearly three-quarters 

of groups spend up to half a day on a walk in the desert along migrant trails. Beyond 

these interactions with individuals and organizations involved directly with migrant care, 

BorderLinks participants will usually observe a federal deportation hearing in Tucson and 

visit a number of art exhibits depicting walls and/or migrants. Nearly 85% of trips take 

time to formally visit the border wall, usually at a point in Nogales where artists have 

decorated the wall with artistic graffiti in plain sight of U.S. surveillance equipment.22  

In this new era, the organization’s connection with local social movement 

organizations is usually made known to participants. During one presentation to a group, 

the BorderLinks staff member Nancy claimed that 20% of seasonal volunteers for No 

More Deaths aid camps were introduced to the border through BorderLinks. Though 

undocumented, this desire to publicly show a connection between BorderLinks and other 

organizations is clear. The guides from humanitarian aid organizations that lead 

BorderLinks groups in the desert along migrant trails mention their personal experience 

with BorderLinks, often describing it as a first step to something more.  

 

4.1.2 Organizational Challenges During the Bush Recession 
 

                                                 
22 Information on trips activities comes from standardized evaluation forms given to participants in the last 
few hours of their time at BorderLinks. These descriptive statistics are at the group level, since all 
participants are a part of the same group activities. 
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In the second half of the 2000’s, during this rise in deaths, the organization had a 

new director, only the second since its founding. The new director had different 

denominational origins than the organization’s founder, which made the continued 

funding stream from denominational sources more tenuous. This director officially left in 

2010. About six months before leaving, the director expressed frustration about this 

disconnection with a BorderLinks delegation group, noting that, “I’m post-

denominational.” Partially as a result of the recent directors’ personal experience in 

Chiapas, and partially as an attempt to orient the organization’s focus beyond the border, 

BorderLinks has attempted to expand its programs, but still using immigration as the 

orienting pole. BorderLinks offers special trips to the deep southern state of Chiapas 

where some migrants’ journeys towards the United States begin. The organization has 

also attempted to move northward from the border, sending staff members to coordinate 

short-term delegations in participating groups’ home areas. Alongside an expanded 

geographical area, BorderLinks’ thematic areas of focus includes micro-finance, food 

policy, fair trade, and sustainable desert agriculture. Each of these topics, though, is 

easily connected back to migration, particularly preventing migration from occurring by 

changing economic conditions in Mexico or economic demand in the United States. 

BorderLinks helped to establish an early market for a fair-trade coffee project with links 

to Chiapas. This coffee is the only coffee served at BorderLinks. There are numerous 

handmade goods for sale at BorderLinks, including necklaces that directly support a 

women’s project in Nogales and clothing of ropa tipica that is sold on behalf of 

indigenous communities south of the border.  

202



 

 

It would be an understatement to say that the organization was hit hard by the 

2008 recession, but a number of factors in the past few years have revealed its 

vulnerability. Beginning that year, interested groups either did not book or cancelled trips 

because of their inability to raise sufficient funding for the trip. From the very first list I 

was given by BorderLinks that listed trip reservations in the first six months of 2009, five 

of those groups cancelled their trips. I interviewed three of these groups regarding their 

decision. The leader for each of these groups reiterated her belief in the uniqueness of 

BorderLinks’ work, but also the difficulty in raising the needed funds for participation. A 

cancelled trip for BorderLinks, though, is devastating, since it is often difficult to replace 

the held space with another group on relatively short notice. At the rate of $125 per 

person per day, cancellation of a five-day, ten-person trip equates to $6,250 in lost 

revenue. That is about 1/3 of a BorderLinks’ staff member’s annual salary. 

According to tax filings with the Internal Revenue Service (BorderLinks 2002-

2009), BorderLinks’ funding stream dipped precipitously during 2006, after reaching an 

income level of nearly $1.1 million for 2005. From 2006 to 2009, the organization 

annually had higher expenses than income, slowly resulting in substantial debt problems. 

The trip fees have never been more than 50% of the income for the organization, but the 

relative importance of trip fees increased in 2006 as other sources of funding (donations) 

declined. Notably, the years after 2006 also saw rising gas prices seriously challenging 

the budget.  
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In 2009, the much-publicized swine flu epidemic initiated another wave of 

cancellations by various groups, or the restructuring of trip itineraries to stay on the U.S. 

side of the border. This was the beginning of a major reorientation of Mexico within 

public American discourse as a dangerous place, despite the eventual epidemiological 

proof about the non-Mexican origins of the flu. The response of groups to the flu 

outbreak was itself instructive about the reputation of the organization. The leaders of 

groups that spring and summer related that they fully trusted BorderLinks’ judgment; it 

was the lawyers in their home organizations that were pressuring them to either cancel or 

drastically change the structure of the trips. 

The changed public American narrative about the danger of Mexico unfortunately 

began to align with actual conditions along the border in 2009. At that time, the 

instability generated by the changed economics and enforcement of Mexico’s “drug war” 

made it to the border near Tucson, with high-profile shoot-outs and body dumpings 

(Arizona Daily Star 2011). This change, along with the Bush recession, severely affected 

BorderLinks resource base. In 2010, the BorderLinks Executive Director resigned, with 

the organization entering leadership limbo until the Fall of 2011.  

With this brief history of the roots of BorderLinks’, and its orientation to the 

economic, political, and historical conditions of the border, I turn to an analysis of its 

internal culture during 2008 to 2010. 
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4.2 The Cultural Analysis of Civil Society Organizations  

The short history of BorderLinks provides an initial sense that BorderLinks’ 

“frame” of the U.S.-Mexico border is as much about form as content (Berezin 1994).  

BorderLinks purposefully does not produce detailed, comprehensive diagnostic or 

prognostic frames (Gamson 1990). BorderLinks hopes that participants become oriented 

towards seeing the border through the personal stories and experiences of migrants, but 

this result actually makes the border reality more complex. Indeed, that is an oft-heard 

goal of both staff and participants: to understand the complexity of the border.  

In the course of a BorderLinks trip, participants are exposed to a vague, implicit 

economic determinism which matches the dominant motifs of economic causality behind 

the passage of NAFTA, the decisions by corporations, and the personal actions of 

migrants. Unlike the political policies of the Reagan and Bush administrations in the 

1980’s, hidden economic forces and the millions of personal migrant decisions are both 

harder to pin down and harder to change. Is immigrant suffering the fault of the U.S., 

Mexico, or both? Is immigration driven by corporate decision-making, or is it the fault of 

individual consumption patterns? Should immigrants be given an opportunity to stay in 

the U.S., or should policies keep them from ever wanting to come? 

Where the content is left somewhat open-ended, the form of BorderLinks’ 

practices attempts a focus. The staff tries to gently guide participants, allowing their own 

interests and intuitions come to the fore. A specific strategy of learning is advocated: 

firsthand discussion with border actors. Individual discernment for future action is 
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encouraged through probing emotions. Overall, BorderLinks tries to introduce a way of 

being socially aware, not just producing the informational material of awareness. But 

attempting and accomplishing this vision are not one in the same. 

Finding disjuncture between organizational vision and practice is a bread and 

butter topic in sociology. A century ago the “iron law of oligarchy” examined the chasm 

between egalitarian socialist theory and the bureaucratic political organizations that 

socialists created (Michels 1962 (1911)). In a modern-day version of this, the grassroots 

campaigns for liberal political issues have been shown to be highly depersonalized and 

routinized, often draining eager young activists of the energy for organizing  (Fisher 

2006). But these examples are from political organizations, a realm often considered in 

the American public consciousness as the locale of raw power, self-interest, and 

utilitarian methods (Eliasoph 1996; Eliasoph 1998). Surely, we might wonder, the 

organizations of civil society and social movements are different, not susceptible to these 

problems?  

Civil society has become a sphere of social life where a dual hope is kept alive. 

First is a hope that a realm of human life exists where ideals and purposes easily shape 

action (Alexander 2006; Baggett 2005; Bellah et al. 1985; Wuthnow 1996a). In this space 

citizen activity is often conceptualized as high-minded, as the product of respectful 

persons who have identified shared public needs. Even if the logic of U.S. civil society 

produces public goods through the self-interested activity of individual citizens (de 
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Toqueville 2000 [1969]), both the motivations of individuals and the end product are 

considered as shared goods, embodying the spirit of community life.  

A second hope in civil society is that the dehumanizing characteristics of others 

spheres of life (economy, politics) might be effectively banished. These include 

hierarchy, instrumental rationality, impersonality, and inequality. The rise of civil 

society, of course, is an historical accomplishment in which the public sphere was 

differentiated from spheres of economic rationality and political competition (Habermas 

1991). Today, despite important changes such as the nationalization of voluntary 

associations (Skocpol 2003) and changes in some forms of 20th-Century civic 

participation (Fischer 2011; Putnam 2000), the civil sphere is still lionized as a place 

where the problems of communal life can be solved without the corrosive effects of non-

civic institutions (Alexander 2006; Lichterman 2005). 

The civil sphere, though, is not immune from disjunctures between organizational 

vision and practice, as a body of work in the last two decades has made clear. Volunteers 

struggle to articulate the motivations and purposes for their activity through 

individualized narratives sometimes at odds with the collective purpose of their activity 

(Bellah et al. 1985; Wuthnow 1991). Large changes in institutional life have generated 

“loose connections” between volunteers and civic organizations, and between civic 

organizations and their communities (Wuthnow 1998). A vision of local problem-solving 

by can-do volunteers is easily lost in an organizational world of professionalized staff and 

a focus on effectiveness over membership (Wuthnow 1998)  
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At the level of particular organizations, numerous studies have pointed out the 

inherent contradictions that structure the involvement, meanings, and experiences of 

volunteers. Equality-oriented volunteers seeking to build houses as a solution to a low-

income housing crisis recreate social divisions. Mostly white, middle-class volunteers 

insert expectations of recipients’ effort when doling out resources in Habitat for 

Humanity, an organization whose vision is based on equality and shared effort between 

volunteers and recipients (Baggett 2005). Similarly, religiously-motivated volunteers 

energetically attempted to forestall the negative impacts of the 1996 welfare reforms, but 

encountered barriers of social division caused by race and the daily obstacles of poverty 

(Lichterman 2005). Eliasoph (2011) has studied the world of after-school volunteering, 

exposing the hidden frustrations and obstacles that can be present between those middle-

class volunteers that mean well and the children who receive their assistance. While these 

problems of civil society are related to language gaps and racial difference, they are also 

problems of the local meanings that citizens have about forms of action and their 

behavior. As Eliasoph eloquently describes (2007: 92):  

The problem is not our faith in volunteering in the abstract…Our shared codes of 

individuality, equality, and freedom do different work in different contexts, 

depending on the context in which people try to put them in play….The problem 

is not ‘the ideology of volunteering’ or bad beliefs and values. The problem is 

volunteering in this situation; the problem is how the moral narrative plays out in 

these situations, in which it systematically hits the particular frictions it hits in 
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these situations. It is the matches and mismatches between the moral narratives 

and the situations that should attract our attention… 

What research like Eliasoph’s shows is not hypocrisy on the part of volunteers 

and citizens. Instead, it shows how the conditions under which civic organizations are 

shaped influence what a civic vision looks like in practice. The translation of 

organizational vision to practice encounters hurdles which organizational vision cannot 

anticipate and for which it cannot provide answers. There is a complexity to social action 

in the civil sphere which is usually understood to be rather straightforward.  

In a similar vein, social movement scholars have examined the local meanings, 

authority patterns, and decisions processes of social movement organizations to 

determine why they approached problems certain ways and why some were more 

successful than others. As Jasper notes in his comparison of cultural analysis to rationalist 

social movement analysis, “What tactics and goals are rational for a group is clear only 

when we understand their explicit beliefs and implicit definitions…” (1997: 83). This 

requires looking at how “internal movement culture” generates preferred tactics and goals 

which then must confront reality (Williams 2004).  

In a study of democratic social movement organizations, Polletta (2002; 2005) 

explored how participatory processes were distinctive according to each organization, but 

also had to confront  “four dilemmas,” including the inequality of roles within 

organizations and demands for efficiency over process (Polletta 2002). These dilemmas 

are examples of how internal organization culture cannot be understood through static 
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mission statements or discursive goals, only through watching the organization in actual 

practice. In the case of SNCC, organizational conflict around race was processed by a 

mapping of this division onto different valuations of decision-making, eventually 

splitting SNCC in two along the lines of race. Ganz’s (2010)  comparative study of 

farmworker organizations highlights the importance of strategic capacity, another aspect 

of internal culture for explaining effectiveness in an organization’s work. Organizing 

groups such as the Teamsters imported industrial union-organizing strategy to the 

struggle in agricultural fields, but this strategy of hierarchical leadership inhibited the 

capacity of the organizations to flexibly deal with changing conditions and to build a base 

of Spanish-speaking participants. As Ganz notes, the United Farmworker Movement’s 

internal culture allowed for such flexibility, so that in that case, the “David” of the small, 

new UFW won the organizing fight. 

I explore the importance of internal culture for BorderLinks in the spirit of these 

analyses, using the concept of “fracture.”  Fracture is a term used by Willis (Willis 1977) 

to explain how working-class British schoolboys behaved in school given their life 

situations. These boys grasped the reality of their constrained economic opportunity but 

undermined their ability to confront the future through anti-educational, risky, and racist 

behaviors. These fractures were the unexpected and unpredictable results of internal 

group culture operating in the social processes and constraints of daily life. Willis’ 

analysis is a helpful model for revealing fractures because it connected the daily culture 

of the schoolboys to the social forces that shaped it.  A cultural fracture, as I use it, 
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describes the misalignment between the cultural meanings of organizational vision and 

the results of vision-in-practice. 

In order to stay close to BorderLinks’ own self-vision, I present the fractures 

using the “cycle of praxis” imagery BorderLinks uses. The concept of “cycle of praxis” is 

rooted to liberation theology and Catholic action movements of the mid-20th Century, but 

is familiar to progressive educators and ethicists today. According to BorderLinks, the 

cycle of praxis consists of three stages: Seeing, Thinking, and Acting. BorderLinks uses 

this imagery in their public materials as well as in the narrative they share with 

participants about the flow of a weeklong immersion experience. The cycle of praxis 

provides structure to the way BorderLinks both creates and measures transformation. 

Using this model, I show cultural fractures in each of the three stages (See, Think, 

Act). Table 4.1 provides an overview of these fractures. The left-hand side shows the 

cycle of praxis stages. The next column presents the aspect of organizational internal 

culture that characterizes each stage; these are the organizational ideals. The third column 

shows the implicit tensions that the staff and participants must navigate in practice to 

embody the ideals. The fourth column shows examples of fractures that are produced as a 

consequence of the internal cultural vision meeting reality. 
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Table 4.1 BorderLinks' Logic of Social Action and Resulting Fractures 

Stage 
Organizational Ideals/Logic of 

Social Action 
Internal Cultural Dynamic 

Fractures in Organizational 
Practice and Experience 

See 

Experiential immersion 
education strategy 

 
     "We're not the experts" 

 
Progressive religious ideals 

 
    

Leading vs. Guiding  
 

Managing authority/equality of 
staff role and binational 

organization 

 
BorderLinks staff looked to as 

experts. 
Inequality of staff roles. 

Priority of individual conscience. 
 

Censoring religious lang/identity. 

Think 

 Face-to-face discussions: 
raising awareness 

 
    Open dialogue with “ real 

people" 
 

Learning "with," not on "behalf 
of" 

Representation of Positions vs. 
Personalism of Authentic 

Voices 
 

Emotional Engagement while  
Accomplishing Neutrality  

 
A partial field of immigration 

discourse and positions. 
Priority to migrant/religious voices.

Framing power/agendas of 
eloquent experts. 

Suppression of dissent/keeping the 
peace. 

Complexity, not clarity, as 
outcome. 

Act 

Considering a response: 
inspiring action 

 
Personal heart transformation 

 
Telling stories 

Vagueness vs. Specificity 
 

Non-coercive, personalized 
location of discernment 

 
Individualization of moral stances.

Expectation of failure in new 
behaviors. 

Economic action default. 
Emotionality over intellectual 

consolidation. 
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For the stage of Seeing, I explore the logic of transnational experiential education. 

I demonstrate how it emphasizes equitable guiding by Mexican and U.S.-citizen trip 

leaders and de-emphasizes the role of staff guides as “experts” leading the discovery of 

new information. Though trip leaders often try to resist being experts while guiding a 

group into its own process of self-discovery, they are often treated as experts by groups. 

Because of language barriers, stereotypes, and personality, the leading of delegations is 

often inequitable between U.S. and Mexican leaders. Also, the value of guiding nudges 

the BorderLinks staff to avoid overt statements of opinion and belief, which has the effect 

of censoring religious language and identity on some occasions for this faith-based 

organization. 

For the stage of Thinking, I explore BorderLinks’ use of a particular mode of 

learning: dialogue and discussion. I show how this requires navigating representation and 

personalism: between having migrants share their personal viewpoints and having certain 

viewpoints from the field of immigration politics shared by people in certain roles. An 

initial problem with this organizational methodology is it requires a lot of listening so that 

BorderLinks participants actually have something to talk about, which can in turn 

override the opportunity to have dialogue with interlocutors. To consistently produce 

such good dialogic experiences for dozens of trips a year, BorderLinks relies on a stable 

of eloquent experts who are capable of succinctly representing positions that articulate 

different opinions and responses to the U.S.-Mexico border and immigration. To keep 

this stable of speakers coming back, BorderLinks suppresses participants’ dissent in favor 

of respectful listening. The success of the BorderLinks method is implicitly measured by 
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participants according to their access to the whole field of immigration discourse and 

positions. Participants look for the full representation of a field of positions and are 

suspicious if they do not receive this. One result is that participants hear a range of 

positions that are supposedly equal in reality and may have trouble clarifying one 

particular position to take. Another result is that BorderLinks does emphasize the 

authority and priority of migrant voices, but not through overt dialogue and discussion, 

instead, but through the form of legitimacy provided by the contexts of migrant service 

centers. 

For the stage of Acting, I examine how BorderLinks attempts to “inspire action.” 

The cultural dynamic to navigate here is between vagueness and specificity, allowing 

enough room for personalized discernment but encouraging something. I detail 

BorderLinks’ generally vague encouragement of action which delays consideration of 

action until participants’ hearts have been moved, until they have gone through what I 

term the “heart knowledge processor.” The result is an individuation of potential actions 

that theoretically allows for a broad range of possible actions, but focuses on a set of 

actions that are relatively easy to do without deeper involvement back home. 

BorderLinks’ recommended actions involve direct migrant relief, ongoing consciousness-

raising, and consumer choices. However, BorderLinks avoids detailed political or policy 

discussion, out of a concern for neutrality and non-coerciveness. In the end, the 

organization is vague about the expectation of participants to do anything, suggesting that 

emotional discernment lead the way (and explain any lack of future activity). 
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 At the end of the chapter, I introduce three complementary forces that exacerbate 

this fracturing process. There I show that the practices of the organization, despite being 

disjointed when considered in terms of the ideals of the organization, fit with the 

backgrounds of individual participants, the organizations that participants come from, and 

the staff members of BorderLinks.  

 

4.3 A Founding Myth 

To understand BorderLinks’ logic of social action, it is helpful to begin with a 

story, since stories can reveal intricate resolutions of challenges that listeners and 

followers may confront in their own lives (Polletta 2006). The story is about the 

transformation of BorderLinks’ founding director. As Rick Ufford-Chase recounts 

(Ufford-Chase 2011): 

[In] 1986, I had the good fortune to make my first trip to Central America with a 

group called Witness for Peace. I stayed with a family in Esteli, Nicaragua for 

five nights during the trip. On the last night, deeply moved by my direct 

experience of the effect of war in Nicaragua, I had a long conversation with my 

host father (with the help of a translator). I told him I believed that God was 

calling me to learn Spanish and to move to Nicaragua to be a part of their struggle 

for justice. Gently, but firmly, this Nicaraguan peasant told me that I had 

misunderstood God's will. "We Nicaraguans are quite capable of building a new 

society," he said, "but we can't do it while trying to fight a war against the most 
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powerful nation on earth." My job, he believed, was to go home and work with 

people in my own country to help them understand the impact of our actions on 

the rest of the world. I vowed on that trip home that I would start by learning 

Spanish, and that I would do my best to honor his words. That conversation has 

been the north star of my faith journey ever since. 

 When BorderLinks staff members recount the organization’s history, either for an 

interviewer or for a just-arrived group of trip participants, what stands out is the emphasis 

on a distinct way of relating to the world. Trip leaders will usually discuss the roots of the 

organization in “popular education” pedagogy. Just as often, delegation leaders share 

stories about what has occurred to others. Rick’s story is often repeated because it is an 

archetypical story and is, literally, the founding myth of the organization. 

Stories in general have become a centerpiece of the cultural analysis of social 

movements (Jasper 1997; Jasper 2007; Polletta 1998; Polletta 2006; Williams and 

Alexander 1994). Stories have practical pedagogical functions, suggesting to recruits and 

members behaviors that they could (or should) do as part of their involvement. Stories 

also suggest normative ways of thinking and talking which define how a particular group 

works. Stories can energize symbolic resources and deploy a narrative arc which may 

motivate participants to understand their thoughts, feelings, and actions as part of the 

unfolding of a larger story. Many, if not most, stories supersede instrumental logic, 

producing meanings that become part of a vocabulary that furthers new forms of behavior 

(Lowe 2006). The themes and patterns of religious stories are well-known, making 
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religious organizations venues that are particularly verdant for playing with meanings 

(Wuthnow 1997; Wuthnow 2007). In her analysis of transformation among well-

educated, middle-class churchgoers in the United States, Sharon Erikson Nepstad (2001; 

2004; 2007) has shown the power of martyr stories to provide a template to the 

conversion of recruits.  

BorderLinks uses the story of Rick to reveal its origins, but also to summarize its 

vision of individual change and social transformation for the particular group of people 

that come to it. The elements of Seeing, Thinking, and Acting are all present in the story. 

This story also lays the seeds of cultural fractures this chapter examines: the role of 

expertise in immersion travel, the processes of representing immigration, and the hurdles 

to turning motivation into action. 

Not surprisingly, various versions of the story exist: 

With the St. Michael’s Church group, Janice recounted the story thusly: “Rick 

was told by someone in Honduras to go back and tell their stories … BorderLinks doesn’t 

have a party line for you to go back believing.” 

With Justicia College, Alicia related the connection to the Sanctuary Movement, 

then quickly mentioned Rick: “Rick was inspired by a feeling of conversion when he was 

in Nicaragua. He figured out in talking with people there that the best thing to do was to 

return and educate the U.S.” She continued, “He started BorderLinks as a faith-based 

response, about education for transformation and social change.” 
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In the quasi-official version, Gill writes the following (1999): 

In Nicaragua, Rick was so moved by the faith of the peasant people in the midst 

of their oppressed situation that he decided to return home, learn Spanish, and 

come back to help the Nicaraguans in their struggle. When he told the elderly 

‘campesino’ (peasant farmer) with whom he was staying about his fresh 

commitment and his plan, the latter looked him straight in the eye and said: ‘You 

have misunderstood the call of God. We Nicaraguans are more than capable of 

taking care of ourselves. What we can’t do is what you must do—return home and 

work to change U.S. policy toward Nicaragua.’ 

The narrative arc of these different renditions is nonetheless similar, involving 

individual transformation, reversal of insight, and personal connections. An American 

traveler goes to a foreign location and is shocked by conditions of suffering, is influenced 

by the acuity of locals’ understanding of their own situation, and misunderstands what 

s/he has to offer by way of solutions.  

This pattern of dramatic reversal is inviting to participants because of the promise 

of transformation. This transformational narrative is not uncommon: it is found in 

conversion narratives that align temporal, psychological experiences with a shift from 

ignorance to knowledge (Lofland and Skonovd 1981; Smelser 2009; Tipton 1982). This 

particular story provides a local, and mostly secularized, version of religious conversion 

narratives that would be familiar to much of BorderLinks’ audience and deeply 

internalized to the religious professionals and activists who helped to launch 
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BorderLinks. The plot of such a conversion story usually suggests that the discovery of 

realities beyond the self equates to discoveries of one’s self.  

In the background of the story is an ongoing, unjust relationship between the 

United States and Nicaragua. In the course of a transnational relationship, the traveler 

learns of this inequality. This is at the base of BorderLinks’ work: exposing the unequal, 

unjust relationships between the United States and Mexico. The impoverished conditions 

of Mexico, and above all the stories of those living through those conditions, have a 

moral effect on travelers: they evoke the desire of a response. Having seen, the traveler is 

supposed to ask the question: “What can I do?” 

The BorderLinks version adds a twist to the traditional narrative, though, which 

heightens the importance and difficulty of discerning future action. The initial response 

of traveler—the response to the call, in religious terms—is wrong. The traveler’s first 

response is simple and presumes that the problem is in the foreign country, as if there is 

something fundamentally deficient about that place. As the Nicaraguan points out, 

though, the problem is with the United States. The antagonist Nicaraguan tells the 

American traveler not to come to the country to help, but to focus his energies in the 

United States, since changes in its policy will have an order of magnitude effect on the 

foreign locale compared to what the traveler could do. The traveler’s mistaken response 

shows they have misunderstood reality and have been misled in their discernment of 

action.  
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Since the story is a founding narrative it suggests that BorderLinks is the solution 

to the problem. The implicit message is that this organization provides the opportunity for 

right understanding and useful action. One aspect of understanding and acting is 

accepting the reality of international inequality. The duty of acceptance implies the duty 

to respond to the terms of that inequality: working the system on the United States side 

with the belief that doing so can eventually overcome the inequality. Mexicans, so the 

story goes, do not need anything directly in return. Instead, they need U.S. citizens to 

leverage their political and economic power given the inequitable system. Indeed, a 

popular turn of phrase used by speakers and BorderLinks staff on trips is that, “When the 

United States catches a cold, Mexico catches the flu.” Action in the United States is the 

important contribution that participants have to offer. Throughout, this story expresses 

criticism of neocolonial relationships, whether economic, political, or religious. Overall, 

the story is hopeful in the possibility to produce change as a result of travel. 

This founding story is helpful for crystallizing BorderLinks’ organizational 

ideology and logic of social action. The problems along the border are understood by 

meeting victims, which has a moralizing and motivating effect on travelers. BorderLinks, 

as an organization, is meant as a tool to skip the stage of misunderstanding and 

inappropriate action in the story. BorderLinks’ participants are to understand the 

intertwined, dependent economic and political realities of the United States and Mexico.  

 Between the lines, in what is left unsaid, the founding story also suggests some of 

fractures that will be explored in the following section. First, the story presents a rather 
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unmediated experience between traveler and foreign locales. In Ufford-Chase’s version a 

translator is present, but this recedes in other versions. An unmediated experience at the 

U.S.-Mexico border is unlikely given the barriers of language, but even less likely 

without an organization that cultivates local relationships. Second, the story suggests that 

deep understanding and moralization of action do not come from the realm of experts, but 

from interactions with non-elite, average persons. What this neglects are the processes of 

representation that develop in short-term travel to communicate social realities. The 

personalized, equitable communication between traveler and local in the story is an 

achievement, one that is difficult to repeatedly produce by an organization like 

BorderLinks without ongoing constructed processes of representation. Third, the story 

critiques simple, foreign-focused responses, but leaves quite a bit of ambiguity about 

what a traveler should actually do in response. If the creation of BorderLinks was a good 

answer for the founder in the story, participants will have to find a different answer. The 

challenge of “go home and do something” neglects the actual action pathways that 

BorderLinks makes more or less likely.   

 

4.4 Avoiding Expertise:  Leading vs. Guiding 

 When a BorderLinks delegation group drops out of the clear desert skies of 

Tucson onto the sunbaked tarmac, they are usually met at the airport by two delegation 

leaders, one American and one Mexican. Arriving groups are partially excited, partially 

nervous, and often-times tired from the long journey. Immediately, the American 
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delegation leader steps to the fore, guiding participants to the 12-person van that sits 

outside the terminal in the small parking lot.  

During these initial moments of my travel with BorderLinks, I introduced myself, 

offered to carry baggage, and made small-talk about the plane trip. Inevitably, as the 

group emerged from the small, clean airport in Tucson, members looked around at the 

grassless, cactus-dotted scenery. They often expressed surprise at the warm sun in winter 

and the lack of green vegetation during the summer months.  

As I became more experienced with this phase of the trip, I realized that these 

initial moments are also the beginning of expertise management. In these moments, 

participants willfully handed their care and the next week of their lives to those guiding 

the trip. In doing so, they also implicitly created tension for BorderLinks staff whom are 

seeking to guide participants through an experience but not become expert tour guides. I 

was aware of this simple trust from participants because of how they would ask me 

questions. On a few occasions, these questions were about my research. More often, the 

questions were about this strange world that they had just landed in. These are some of 

the questions I was asked in the first few moments of a trip: “What does the name 

Nogales mean?” “Where does this area gets its water from?” “Have you heard of the 

beheadings [in Juarez]?”  

For reasons that will become clear in this section, I tried not to be a source of 

information, not to be an expert whose knowledge the group could tap into. This proved 

difficult, though, since I was a resident with local knowledge of Tucson and increasingly 
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an expert on BorderLinks and the issues of the borderlands. As the BorderLinks staff 

struggled to hold back expertise in line with their popular education ideology, so did I. 

After loading the baggage, the American delegation leader would drive the van 

back to the BorderLinks building, while the Mexican delegation leader rode alongside in 

the front seat. After 20 minutes of driving through stretches of housing developments and 

streets lined by bright green palos verdes trees, the van would park next to the low-slung, 

brick building of BorderLinks on the edge of a southern Tucson neighborhood. Once out 

of the van and into the dorm-style area of the building, delegation leaders assigned bunk 

rooms to participants, pointed out the bathrooms, and asked groups to reconvene in either 

the communal kitchen or “living room” space in 10 minutes or so.  

 When a group re-gathered, the BorderLinks delegation leaders picked up where 

they left off. In the first few hours, this usually included giving a tour of the BorderLinks 

space, providing a meal for participants if they arrived in the evening, then going through 

a schedule of events for the coming week. For most of these first few hours, the 

delegation leader talking to the group was the American leader, using English. 

Participants could move throughout the facility as they wanted, and had some semi-

privacy in their sleeping cubicles, but they had entered a new structure of time, guided by 

the BorderLinks delegation leaders. An imprinting process familiar to tour guides 

occurred (Cohen 1985): in order to know where to go, when to eat, or what was planned, 

the delegation leader became the central figure. 
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 During the orientation session for the group, delegation leaders covered a range of 

topics, including the activities for the week, the roles for the group, and their own role. 

The delegation leader explained that s/he and his/her Mexican counterpart would be 

facilitating the events of week. Their duties would include driving, translating, and 

helping the group to process the range of things they are seeing, hearing, and feeling.  

They would be introducing participants to various persons on both side of the border and 

many sides of the issues that swirl about immigration. But they emphasized they would 

not be doing everything for the group. Participants that spoke Spanish were invited to try 

their hand at translation. The group also had to divide up a set of responsibilities: 

someone to introduce the group throughout the week, someone to keep time and corral 

the group to the next activity, someone to fill up the communal jug of purified water, and 

someone to monitor the emotional well-being of the group. 

Unlike the overt expert tour guides of many studies, who retain secret information 

to be divulged at opportune moments (Feldman 2007; Kelner 2010), BorderLinks staff 

say they tried not to do this. As Alicia said during an orientation session, “We’re all 

teachers, we’re all learners.”  Through comments like this, delegation leaders expressed 

that they were not to be looked to for their expertise or opinions. The trip leaders 

attempted to turn the focus of learning away from themselves, declaring their absence 

from a central place in the experiential educational process that participants were 

entering. During an interview with me Janice wondered aloud about how she could be 

looked to as an expert—she had only been in Tucson for a few months! She worked hard 

to sustain the ideal of not being an expert, but had an inkling that leading could not 
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always be avoided: “there’s usually power differentials [on a trip] because someone has 

to lead.”  

 When explaining this stance to groups, occasionally a delegation leader referred 

directly to Paulo Friere and his “popular education” model. Of the six trips I participated 

in, half of the time Friere and his work were directly mentioned by trip leaders at the 

beginning of the trip. Usually this involved a very short explanation of his work in Brazil 

and the claim that BorderLinks was opposed to the “banking model” of education. 

According to delegation leaders’ explanations, the banking model of education would 

construct participants as empty vessels to be filled by the words and opinions of those 

with expertise. This is the model of passive students being talked to by authoritative 

teachers. In BorderLinks’ view, expertise connotes passivity and dominance and is thus 

not to be trusted.  

A central concern in Paulo Friere’s work was the ideological role of expertise in 

most systems of education (Friere 1970). In banking systems of education, students are 

treated as malleable objects, not respected for their emerging autonomous capability of 

acquiring skill and knowledge. According to popular education models, the double-edged 

nature of this problem was that the teacher-student education relationship not only failed 

to equip students for the liberatory aspects of education, it actively recreated a 

subordination that served the ideological interests of power in society. Quoting directly 

from Paulo Friere’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Friere 1970) in one its fundraising 

mailers, BorderLinks wrote: 
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“Education either functions as an instrument which is used to facilitate integration 

of the younger generation into the logic of the present system and bring about 

conformity or it becomes the practice of freedom, the means by which men and 

women deal critically and creatively with reality and discover how to participate 

in the transformation of their world.” 

 At the beginning of a trip with Midwestern Theological, the trip leader Pam 

exemplified this Frierian spirit when talking about what she called “education for 

change.” She urged the participants that this experience was “not just for your education, 

but the local community and the world as well.” She continued that, at BorderLinks 

“instead of sitting on your duff, you get to move around” to explore issues and confront 

“touchy barriers” in your life and the life of your community.  

The opposition to expertise is partially an opposition to the environments and 

institutions in which expertise is most legitimate, often at the price of excluding the 

experiences of non-experts (Mansbridge 2001). Delegation leaders and groups leaders 

valued social analysis outside of traditional locales; why else come all the way to the 

U.S.-Mexico border? This may be especially true among group leaders who are 

committed to this strategy of experiential education, despite many of them being experts 

themselves lodged in traditional educational settings. To them, BorderLinks is a place to 

do education differently, to move away from the banking model. In the midst of a desert 

hike with the group of college students she brought, Dana spontaneously said to me and a 

student, “This is the work I want to do…not all the administrative stuff” that is part of a 
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professor’s life. Another professor who had brought a college group reflected during an 

interview after the trip on the importance of breaking away from arenas of expertise with 

BorderLinks:  

It’s not just an intellectual experience, it’s something much, much deeper. … I’m 

very committed to the notion of education outside of the classroom…we need to 

be demonstrating and modeling life learning, something that’s much deeper. So 

often our education encourages a kind of split in our students where they 

compartmentalize their lives. … You find a way to take the classroom out to the 

enfleshed, real material of people’s lives and something happens. 

 The sensitivity required to achieve this approach is demonstrated by BorderLinks’ 

navigation around symbolic objects. One such symbolic object is a book. Despite the 

initial implication that real learning occurs outside of the classroom (“off your duff”), 

books are an incredibly important part of BorderLinks: most participants read books to 

prepare themselves prior to the trip, there are literally hundreds of books on bookshelves 

scattered throughout the space, and BorderLinks even sells books. This symbolic danger 

of books is displayed when the St. Michael’s group was having a conversation with Burt, 

a BorderLinks staff member. The group was in a room with large bookshelves on two 

different walls. Burt was describing how important the experiential learning was in his 

own life: “I did contextual education [in school]—a real experience like this, not just 

book knowledge.” No one in the room balked at the obvious conflict between the space 

and Burt’s comment. Book knowledge, not books themselves, is symbolically 
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problematic.  Book knowledge, in contrast to experiential knowledge, represents how 

issues such as immigration are removed and owned by “experts.”  

 Intuitively knowing that they themselves are the most dangerous symbolic object 

of expertise, which would contradict the organization’s reading of Friere’s theory, the 

role of BorderLinks’ delegation leaders is much more complex than the initial 

presentation to the groups.  

One way that expertise becomes silently introduced is the background production 

work that trip leaders do to pull off a trip. For any type of delegation, the pressure on 

BorderLinks staff members to produce a “good” trip is intense, creating a centripetal 

force onto their shoulders that enhances the sense of their expertise. Delegation leaders 

are aware that many participants have never been to the border. They are also aware, 

from the comments of leaders of groups, that past participants have had transformative 

experiences, which new participants have heard about. Sarah, a delegation leader, 

recounted how group leaders who have come to BorderLinks with a group before will 

occasionally call to set up a trip, expecting the exact same schedule of activities that they 

had the previous year, and even requesting that the exact same group reactions to the 

activities occur. 

Once a trip begins, delegation leaders’ responsibilities multiply. They manage the 

week’s events, which are a moving target as speakers cancel, travel time increases, or 

participants become tired. They drive the vans and watch out for the emotional and 

physical health of participants. The American delegation leaders must also translate 
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conversations that involve Spanish-English interactions. In interviews, delegation leaders 

say that their ideal role is as a facilitator, but admit that it can easily accrue overtones of 

tour-guiding as the manage the many emotions of the trip. 

 Despite the delegation leader’s wish to be a facilitator, they are seen in a more 

authoritative position, as sources of knowledge and practical experience. It is hard for this 

not to happen. One immediate reason this occurs is simply the entrance of participants 

into a new place. As my own experience at the Tucson International Airport revealed, 

participants touch the ground wanting to become oriented to the new place. What better 

way to do so than to seek out the knowledge of people that live in that new place, the 

people who are now responsible for guiding them through this new place? 

A second pattern that reinforces the expertise leading of the trip, as opposed to 

informal guiding, comes from the different ways American and Mexican delegation 

leaders are accessed by participants. Part of this is due to language. From early on in a 

delegation, BorderLinks tries to use “simultaneous translation” so that the Mexican 

delegation leader can immediately understand what participants are saying and 

participants can easily understand what guest speakers are saying in Spanish.  

The method of simultaneous translation is explained to participants as a means of 

maintaining equitable relationships among all members of the group. This operates to 

make otherwise non-persons who speak no English more visible, at least creating the 

assumption if not the reality of equality (Goffman 1963). The listeners’ focus is always 

supposed to remain on the speaker, not the translator. For travelers, successfully 
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practicing simultaneous translation, though, is difficult to do, as I found during my final 

delegation trip. On this trip, when one might assume that I had become rather adept at 

how to deal with this process of translation, I failed miserably in a trial run to do so. Pam 

had our group practice our body postures—we were supposed to always look at the 

speaker not at the translator. We did this in a sly practicing way, having the “translator” 

and the “speaker” both speak English. However, we were only supposed to look at the 

speaker. For whatever reason, I had a difficult time doing so, often looking to the 

translator instead of the speaker. In the end, it was simply easier to look at the speaker 

whom you understand the best and who happened to be talking.  

Especially early in a week, American delegation leaders will encourage 

participants to directly ask the Mexican leader questions, even if they are unsure of the 

language being understood. As that pattern of direct address breaks down, participants 

directly ask the American leader, who can then engage the Mexican leader.  This pattern 

of ease creeps into each BorderLinks trip, as it simply is easier for English-speaking 

participants to ask American delegation leaders questions, instead of Mexican delegation 

leaders. And, it was simply easier for the American delegation leader to respond directly 

instead of eliciting and translating comments from Mexican delegation leaders.  

This relative quiet from the Mexican leader repositioned their role in the group. In 

contrast with the vision of BorderLinks staff as guides, the Mexican trip leaders actually 

alternated between quiet accompaniers and close-at-hand experts. They were sometimes 

asked directly by participants to provide a Mexican’s view of border policy or of 
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immigration, a type of question that an American delegation leader may have avoided 

answering. During a discussion of the Market Basket Survey, George tried to direct 

specific questions about Mexican prices to Lizbeth who, after all, lived in Mexico. The 

prime place for a Mexican leader to provide specialized knowledge was in telling their 

own story, which was often a set time in a trip to hear an autobiographical account of 

their lives. 

There are other reasons, too, for inequalities among the delegation leaders. 

Mexican delegation leaders had a different trajectory towards work with BorderLinks. 

Few have education levels beyond the U.S. equivalent of high school. Potential staff 

members are often referred to BorderLinks through word of mouth of other Mexican 

delegation leaders. Many Mexican leaders have had informal or formal leadership roles 

in their local neighborhoods, schools, or nonprofit organizations in Mexico. They have 

local community connections. While Mexican delegation leaders have travelled 

internationally, it has tended to be as part the economic realities of their life. Many 

Mexican delegation leaders have family that have lived, or do live, in Arizona. Some 

have been immigrants themselves. Many of the Mexican delegation leaders have worked 

for the organization much longer than the American leaders. 

The differential access of participants to American and Mexican delegation 

leaders mirrors a division of labor that emerges between the delegation leaders 

themselves. In the United States, where most trips begin and spend up to two days before 

heading to Mexico, the American delegation leader appears to be more in charge. It has 
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been his or her responsibility to set up the range of U.S.-based activities. He or she will 

also do all the driving on the United States’ side of the border, due to licensing laws and 

the organization’s insurance. As one staff member, Nancy, noted, there is also a large 

education and experience differential between American and Mexican delegation leaders. 

The American leaders have much more experience with small group work, designing 

activities, and public speaking.  

The group from St. Michael’s seemed particularly concerned about this inequality 

since they perceived it negatively affecting the American leader. I sat in the back of the 

van near three of the participants one afternoon in Mexico. Speculating on the division of 

labor between the trip leaders, one participant guessed: “Janice is the leader, so maybe 

Marco organizes everything?” One of the other participants, in a hushed secretive tone, 

said she had background information on Marco which she could share with us later. I 

never found out that information, but one other participant’s reply to this suggested she 

thought Marco was not pulling his weight: “He should do all the driving [in Mexico], 

since she does the translating, the organizing, and checking to make sure everyone is 

here!” 

Despite publicly cordial relations, my notes contain instances of clashing and 

inequality between the trip leaders: American leaders that stop doing simultaneous 

translation, Mexican leaders who do not want the translation; American leaders talking 

over Mexican leaders or heavily reinterpreting what they say or Mexican leaders not 

trying to interact with group members. By the time that a Mexican leader is “in charge” 
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on the Mexican side, usually a few days into the week, a pattern of the American leader 

as the main leader—and source of expertise—has been set. Anyway, once on the 

Mexican side, the American delegation leader is the linguistic link to keep the group 

together.  

A third reason delegation leaders are seen as experts is that, compared to most 

participants, delegation leaders really are experts. All delegation leaders are fluent in 

Spanish. The American delegation leaders have collegiate backgrounds often based in the 

social sciences,  international studies, or Mexican/Latino studies. Previous periods of 

long-term international travel and/or study by the American delegation leaders are 

commonplace. The Mexican delegation leaders have lived along the border for much if 

not all of their lives and some have themselves been immigrants at one time or another.  

BorderLinks staff members exercise expertise and control in putting together a 

delegation and in each moment of guiding it. Prior to a group’s arrival, a BorderLinks 

staff member’s formal responsibilities include making arrangements for all activities of 

an upcoming delegation, tailoring trip activities to group interests, and designing 

reflection sessions. A number of staff members explained to me at various points about 

how they chose the activities for a group. They explained that it is a frustrating process 

mostly obscured to the groups themselves, who do not understand the flexibility needed 

when setting up a dozen or more interlocutors for the week. Delegation leaders must 

confirm the availability of speakers. Then, they must rotate the speakers so that speakers 

do not become overtaxed with too many requests. Speakers are usually not reimbursed 
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for their participation, so BorderLinks staff members must navigate their goodwill. The 

organization must also constantly develop contacts, especially if a current speaker does 

not elicit good reactions from participants. In the course of nine months, literally dozens 

of different interlocutors will speak to BorderLinks groups. The BorderLinks’ delegation 

leaders’ expertise is working invisibly by arranging a delegation schedule that, according 

to their history of experiential learning and the vision of the organization, will work best 

to inform and emotionally move participants.  

The diversity of groups that come to BorderLinks, particularly religious and non-

religious groups, creates differentiation between staff members in arenas of expertise. 

Some BorderLinks staff members are informally tapped to lead “religious groups,” given 

their own religious identity. During the period of research, four BorderLinks delegation 

leaders were Young Adult Volunteers (YAV’s) from the PCUSA denomination, two 

were applying to seminary programs, one was an ordained Protestant minister, and 

another was a Roman Catholic nun. When travelling with religious groups, these trip 

leaders were expected to weave in biblical stories and religious themes into segments of 

the trip, particularly reflections at the end of each day. Trip leaders for these groups 

developed an additional, “religious” stable of speakers and activities, including talking 

with a local pastor or attending a religious worship service during the trip. 

The continuous presence of knowledgeable guides who are trying not to be treated 

as experts generates unusual patterns during a trip. One of these patterns is best described 

by reference to the common carnival game, “Whack-a-Mole.” In the game, moles pop up 
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repeatedly and randomly from the dozen or so holes in the game table. Players, armed 

with a weighted mallet, do their best to whack the moles back into the table. The game is 

difficult because the moles appear quickly and in different locations. On a BorderLinks 

delegation, participants’ attempts to engage a delegation leader’s expertise resembles 

ever-present moles, a behavior that continually pops up. It is common throughout a trip 

for participants to seek out expertise in trip leaders with a range of questions. An 

extended example from on interaction will help to illustrate this. 

Near the beginning of a trip with Central College, the group sat in the back of the 

BorderLinks building. By accident, there was a local humanitarian aid activist there; he 

was cleaning up from a meeting he had just had with other activists. The Central College 

group, new still to Tucson, began peppering him with questions. None of us (including 

myself) knew who this person was or his name, but we all looked at him authoritatively. 

We asked lots of questions, and we were obliged with answers to all of them:  

“How should we solve the immigration problem?” 

“Is Janet Napolitano pushing for something, or open to it?” 

“Are there outdoor markets in Mexico, or are they all inside?” 

At this point, George the BorderLinks delegation leader entered the room. The 

stream of questions continued, but included George now. He, however, tried to redirect 

this access of his expertise. 

235



 

 

Mike looked directly at George and asked: “Are prices higher or lower in the US 

or Nogales?”  

In reply, George simply said, “We’ll do that [topic] with the Market Basket 

Survey,” an experiential activity that BorderLinks uses to show the challenge of buying 

food on a budget in Nogales. Becoming excited about our upcoming trip to Nogales, Jim 

asked “How much of the industrial park [of maquilas] will we get to see? Can we explore 

the buildings?”  

George replied rather curtly: “We’ll drive through and get out to look at one 

point. Ophelia can talk about changes in Nogales over time” when we meet up with her 

later in the week.  

Susan then asked: “With all the news about drug cartels that we’ve been hearing 

about, how does it affect immigrants?”  

By this point, George was seated but did not look comfortable. He blew the air 

out of his mouth with a sense of deflation, ran his hand through his hair and squirmed in 

this chair. George gave a vague answer: “The war on drugs and the war on immigrants 

have parallels. In my mind, they are the same dynamic.”  

Sensing that George was willing to keep talking, Mike asked a question that 

would be asked of George throughout the trip: “Will we get your ideas on the solution?” 

George squirmed some more and looked frustrated. 
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As with most delegation leaders, though, resistance to the demand for expertise is 

futile. And, to be honest, staff members’ expertise is enjoyable for participants since they 

have a stock of local knowledge that fills in the picture of the border painted by speakers. 

Later in the week, when this group did the Market Basket Survey, George stood at 

the front of a room, with chairs arrayed in a row facing him, marker in hand at a 

whiteboard. He transformed into a teacher, in the sense that BorderLinks was trying to 

avoid. He provided information to the group about the arrival of maquilas, the fake 

unions in Nogales, and the economics of wage inequality. He literally had an “answer 

sheet” in hand with all the various figures for what prices cost in Nogales and how this 

compared to U.S. wage rates. As the group floundered to produce the correct responses to 

the activity, he read them off and sheet and wrote them on the board. 

However, since George was not fully given to being a teacher, the result of the 

discussion was frustrating. The group spiraled into a conversation about the power of 

corporations and the immense difficulty of changing the economics of the situation. At 

the end of the conversation, with an ironic sense of resignation in his voice, George said, 

“Now that we’ve got that figured out….”  Turning it around, Betsy the group leader said 

to George: “Our hope is on your shoulders! Go to graduate school!”  The group laughed 

but George, somewhat embarrassed, got up to leave the room and said over his shoulder: 

“I expect answers when I get back from getting the schedule!” 

It is difficult to ignore or whack these requests for expertise away. Similar to the 

staff members, I also learned the habit of playing “ignorant bystander.” Despite having  
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visited places a half dozen times during my fieldwork, I tried to redirect participants’ 

questions to me by either saying “I don’t know” or suggesting they ask someone else. 

This was incredibly difficult to do because I wanted the participants to learn as much as 

they could and to have their curiosity rewarded with useful information. I did it, though, 

because the trip leaders tried to avoid the role of expertise. 

The resistance to expertise can eventually lead delegation leaders to embrace a 

pragmatic neutrality in their actions and words. BorderLinks delegation leaders are 

generally progressive in their politics, intensely dedicated to the borderland through 

identities that focus on this particular issue. George resisted the requests of his trip 

members throughout the week to give his opinion, his solution, but he was personally 

oriented towards a professional career that could serve immigrants. Another staff 

member, Sarah, had been active with the School of the Americas movement at one point 

in her life. However, this was an issue that was mostly kept quiet. The one time I heard 

her bring it up was a one-on-one conversation she was having with a student who asked 

about. She lowered her voice as they had this conversation at the front of van, apparently 

trying to keep others from hearing too much.   

The pragmatic neutrality also stretched to other aspects of the BorderLinks staff 

persons’ identity, particularly their religious identity. There was a story circulating 

among BorderLinks staff that Sarah had been chastised by a group from a non-religious 

organization for using religious language when reflecting with the group on what they 

were seeing in Nogales. This story was first shared with me by Janice as a way of 
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explaining why she thought it important to be neutral with trip participants. When I asked 

Sarah about it during an interview she seemed embarrassed, and replied that she was new 

to the organization at the point when it happened and had not yet learned when to share 

certain messages. Going forward, she had made a point not be overtly religious despite 

the fact that she was a deeply religious person and known for being so amongst the staff. 

A few months after I heard this from Sarah, I asked Pam about her sense of the 

role of religion in her work. Pam had seminary training. She said she “think[s] groups 

miss something without the religious view” of what is happening at the border. She even 

went so far to say that she thinks “a delegation leader should go to church.” She is 

careful, though, to self-censor with non-religious groups and to plan different activities 

for them. When I asked her who made her do this, she said no one specifically told her to, 

it is just something the staff members do. This pragmatic neutrality, despite being the 

commonsense approach of the organization, does not satisfy her because, as she says, “I 

don’t know any other stories than biblical ones.”  

In reality, BorderLinks trip leaders really are expert resources for the range of 

topics that participants will confront at the U.S.-Mexico border. However, indulging this 

resource too much would contradict the strong vision of the experiential learning model. 

There are some times when delegation leaders assert their expertise, breaking pragmatic 

neutrality. This is in moments where interpretations “go wrong.” These moments of 

asserting expertise help to reveal hidden tensions in the practice of BorderLinks’ ideas, 

but also reinforce the importance of the usual boundary to such assertion. 
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In a book on democratic social movements, Polletta (2002) gives a prime example 

of how a classic non-expert movement aimed at creating indigenous leadership, the  

Highlander folk school in Tennessee which trained Rosa Parks, was sometimes forced, 

against the staff’s desire, to provide expertise and guidance (Polletta 2002: 77). These 

were cases when the group simply could not progress in its analysis of a social issue and 

its response, so the Highlander staff would play the role of challenger, pushing the group 

to think and plan in new ways.   

When assertion of expertise occurs at BorderLinks it exposes that the 

organization, despite its commitment to the process of Frierian pedagogy, does has some 

desired end for trip participants. The assertion of expertise arises when participants seem 

ignorant about what they are thinking and saying. The American delegation leaders assert 

expertise in a corrective way, coming in only when the group’s own processes of 

reflecting have failed.   

During the course of Midwestern Theological’s trip, there had been high-profile 

news about a rash of kidnappings in Mexico. At lunch one day, Benjamin casually 

mentioned that “I’m getting a pot of money together for ransom. I saw on CNN that 

Mexico is the worst place to be kidnapped. Africa is the best because you’re a 

commodity,” so that you will not be hurt, and maybe even treated well.  

Mitt quickly replied, with a sense of playfulness, “I don’t want to be kidnapped 

here, please.” I and a few other participants chuckled at this exchange with its seemingly 

distant possibility. The BorderLinks delegation leader Pam, though, had been listening 
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and seemed uncomfortable with the situation. Describing her experience with Christian 

Peacemaker Teams (CPT) who do nonviolent civil disobedience in the Middle East, she 

said in a somewhat didactic voice, “it’s a position of privilege to be ransomed and 

rescued,” so the CPT does not do that for people. Lucie, keeping the conversation light-

hearted, replied “I hope that isn’t group policy.” All of us, except for Pam, laughed and a 

few then recalled the numerous liability forms they had to sign.  

Later that evening, Pam came back to the issue in the strongest example of rebuke 

I witnessed during my time with BorderLinks. The group had been travelling together all 

day and had finally rolled out sleeping bags on the chilly floor of a school in Mexico. 

One of the group members offered a few words of reflection and invited us to share our 

thoughts from the day. During the evening reflection, Pam said: “I’m uncomfortable with 

the ransom joke that has been going on. People are really kidnapped and can’t pay.” The 

air in the room became tense as everyone stopped moving and became quiet. After a few 

moments, both Benjamin and Lucie apologized for having joked about this. The ransom 

jokes never publicly reappeared during the trip. 

Another, more mundane example, provides a sense of how expertise really can 

discourage the process of experiential learning. Janice had planned to take the group from 

St. Michael’s Church to a display of art on the University of Arizona campus. This piece 

of art is made from the same material as the border wall in Nogales, but has two 15-foot 

tall stylized figures on each side interacting with the wall. Because parking was tight at 

the university, Janice dropped us off while she went to put the van somewhere.  
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The ensuing moments felt like an example of exploratory education straight out of 

Friere: the group walked around the art piece, physically interacting with the media and 

trying out different interpretations with each other. About ten minutes later, Janice caught 

back up with us. She immediately said, “I don’t know how much Marco [the Mexican 

delegation leader] told you, but you can probably tell which side’s which.” A silence 

hung in the air for a few seconds, in stark contrast to the free-flowing conversation we 

had been having. She explained that the Mexican side is the side with figures that are 

“striving,” while the figures on the U.S. side are lazier, leaning against the wall to hold it 

up while benefitting from the economic benefits it creates. One of the trip participants, 

Roland, sheepishly commented to me on the side, “I think I had it wrong,” despite a 

minute earlier sharing a range of reasons for why his interpretation (which was the 

opposite) was right.  

As we walked away, Peter cracked a joke that unexpectedly pointed up the 

assertion of expertise: “An artist would ask [us], ‘What do you think it is?’” And so 

would a BorderLinks delegation leader if, in fact, it was easy to translate the ideal of 

guiding, not exerting expertise, into practice. 

If a pattern of leading through expertise develops among BorderLinks staff during 

a trip, why does BorderLinks insist so strongly that this is not what is going on? Why 

would calling the staff experts be a problem?  

First, the language that BorderLinks uses to describe its approach is rooted to a 

decades-long social movement culture, reviewed above, that valorizes the ability of 
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foreign travelers, whether churchgoers or young college students, to come to know reality 

without the filters of political propaganda or political frames that legitimate unjust 

economic and social policies. They key element in this vision, like in BorderLinks’ 

founding story, is an unmediated connection with place. 

Second, BorderLinks articulates a non-coercive approach to learning: with social  

reality as many-sided and complex, thus negating the possibility of one person, one book, 

even one BorderLinks trip through which to fully grasp that reality. Part of this non-

coercive approach involves BorderLinks staff members’ avoidance of over-interpreting 

what travelers see or of providing condensed summaries that short-circuit the element of 

thinking that participants must do on their own. As in Rick’s founding myth, the act of 

discovery and clarification is supposed to be an act that produces motivation and 

commitment.  

As many BorderLinks participants noted during follow-up interviews, they were 

aware that BorderLinks had a particular orientation to the issues along the border. They 

understood that BorderLinks’ position was that border policy is broken, migrants are 

mistreated, and that participants could be involved to help ameliorate these problems. In 

other words, participants were aware of entering a space that was not without an 

orientation. However, participants overwhelmingly felt non-coerced. Other researchers 

familiar with BorderLinks trips concur that BorderLinks delegation leaders attempt to 

avoid leading discussions and do not provide one, unified, overarching view of 

immigration (Piekielek 2003). By resisting the assertion of expertise, and claiming not to 
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do so, BorderLinks creates a cultural space which participants experience as free and 

non-coercive. 

Ideally, this is a space where experiential learning happens, where guiding by 

BorderLinks replaces dominant models of education which the organization rejects. 

However, we have just seen how the ideal of “seeing,” when faced with a range of 

interactive hurdles, can lead to unequal guide dynamics, silencing of religion, and a 

pragmatic neutrality. 

 

4.5 Coming Face-to-Face with the Border: “Real” People, Expert Interlocutors, and 

Neutral Representation 

Coercive, leading expertise is avoided on a BorderLinks trips. If this is the 

excluded form of learning in the culture of BorderLinks, what stands in its place to 

understand the borderlands?  

At the beginning orientation of a BorderLinks trip, the delegation leader Alicia 

hinted at the BorderLinks method, explaining to a group that “at BorderLinks we start 

with lived experience. Rather than experts that tell us about real people, we talk with real 

people.” This focus on talking to people about their experience of social reality is a long-

standing feature of the organization. In his official history of BorderLinks, Gill (1999: 

36) explains: 
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True learning and helping can only take place as the result of experiential 

interaction between those who learn and help and those who are taught and 

helped, and in this process both parties are the teachers and helpers, both are 

taught and helped. 

This dialogical approach to understanding immigration is the second stage in 

BorderLinks theory of social action: thinking. In this second stage, experiential education 

is a process of clarifying thought that occurs through direct interaction between travelers 

and “real people.” The dynamic that structures BorderLinks practice of this ideal is the 

tension between personalism and representation. The ideal of talking with “real people” 

is highly personalized, but the selection of who to talk with and what interlocutors 

actually talk about involves a process of representation. 

Alicia’s mention of “real people” offers the first inkling that priority on a 

BorderLinks trip is given to certain voices; that certain people and their accounts of their 

lived experience are more important, more “real,” than others. This orientation towards 

the truth of certain voices is central in BorderLinks’ history, appearing to tip the balance 

towards personalism. Gill (2004a) places BorderLinks’ vision of dialogic encounter 

within a framework of global inequality. Travelers from the First World must leave that 

world to enter the non-First world. By doing so, they are able to see (and hear) the 

workings of the economic system in ways they cannot when surrounded by the 

environments that produce, sustain, and legitimate that system. As Gill writes (2004a: 

101): 
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There is a way in which the work of BorderLinks can be understood as an attempt 

to educate those of us living in the First World, the ‘oppressors,’ concerning the 

nature and basis of the world created by the Global Economy—as well as what 

might be done about it. The goal here is neither defensiveness nor guilt, but 

honest encounter with the people and realities of the border (101). 

The themes in this message resonate with the story of Rick, whose thinking and 

commitment was changed by his interactions with the Nicaraguan people he met.  Part of 

this organizational vision comes from Paolo Friere’s liberatory education model 

developed in Brazil which was incorporated into the 1980’s base community movement 

in Central American via liberation theology. Through this chain, Friere’s vision affected 

BorderLinks at its founding, as well as a range of similar programs aimed at 

transformational education (Piekielek 2003). The hallmark of Friere’s method was to 

situate rudimentary learning, such as basic reading, in the context of people’s everyday 

lives (Friere 1970). By doing so, education served a liberatory social function as opposed 

to an oppressive political function. Learning to read a book occurred simultaneously with 

learning to “read” systems of social, economic, and political power. In the hands of 

liberation theologians and base communities, people might learn to read using the bible 

while connecting the “content” of the learning to surrounding social conditions (Lange 

1998). As an example, a Frierian-inspired community might read the biblical prophet 

Isaiah’s vision of turning swords into ploughshares in a context of national militarization 

and economic dependency.  
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Myles Horton’s work at the Highlander Folk School pursued a similar active 

pedagogy. Credited with providing training to Rosa Parks and Martin Luther King, Jr., 

among others, Horton encouraged community leaders to discover their self-power by 

analyzing the roots of their poverty or political inequality. Participants would interrogate 

their lived realities: the problems their communities faced, the resources they had at their 

disposal, the ideals espoused by dominant stakeholders in their hometown, etc. As 

Polletta has pointed out (2002), the Highlander Folk School itself was primarily 

educational in the sense, shared with Frierian theory, of placing the focus of education on 

communal self-discovery, self-analysis, and self-determination.  

By contrast, formal educational institutions in first-world nations with mandatory 

universal education and market systems that reinforce hegemonic economic ideas have 

struggled to integrate the process of dialogic understanding (Barnes 1992; Evans, Evans, 

and Kennedy 1987; Jones and Arries 2009). For example, ongoing arguments about the 

“politicization” of higher education reflect a concern that some forms of radical 

questioning (post-modernism), theoretical frames of interpretation (queer theory), or even 

disciplines (Ethnic Studies) have simultaneous pedagogical and political goals. Some 

higher education commentators have similar suspicions about community-based or 

service-learning.  

Inspired by Friere and Horton, BorderLinks inhabits a middle territory. 

BorderLinks is wary of social analysis that is removed from the experience of those who 

are most personally and directly affected by oppressive social conditions. Its idea is that 
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an exchange of experience and information between travelers and locals can occur, 

bringing two groups together that might not normally interact. While Friere’s approach 

had participants encountering education through a questioning praxis about the truths of 

their lived social world, BorderLinks has participants questioning the truths of their social 

worlds through an encounter with the truths of lives in another place. 

4.5.1 Personalism and Its Fractures 

Given this background, the most authentic mode of representation that 

participants engage is personal testimonial from “real people” at the border. Whom 

counts as “real people” are those whose life experience (as Mexicans, as immigrants) are 

inaccessible to participants either directly or indirectly—participants are not likely to 

meet these people in their own daily lives, and they are not likely to hear them 

represented in the media. On a BorderLinks trip participants stay in the family homes of 

Mexicans, talk with local churchgoers, and meet migrants. On the last day of a trip that 

emotionally affected him, Paul commented to me and one of his fellow trip-takers, “there 

would be some people [back home] who would worry about the message [from the 

week], but now I can say it’s not just a bunch of leftish propaganda and [question] 

‘where’s the other side?’” Dan follows this up with a quip, “Hell, we get the other side all 

the time!” Participants are given the opportunity to get as close as possible with the 

people whom immigration impacts on a daily basis.  

One fracture arising from this ideal is that the stories that participants hear are 

highly individualized. By themselves, they may provide biographical examples of 

248



 

 

suffering or personal opinions, but they do not usually contain a reflexive analysis of 

immigration causality or potential solutions. C. Wright Mills’ (Mills 2000 [1959]) sense 

that biography meets history is only half completed in these interactions. Here, the danger 

is that biography stays personal. The stories of “real people” will be explored in depth in 

a separate chapter. 

A second fracture occurring with testimonials is the work that the organization 

must do to obscure what can be called an “economy of testimonial-telling.” Personal 

testimonials are always vulnerable to suspicion as listeners consider the speaker’s 

motives or suspects a hidden agenda that is being accomplished (Boltanksi 1999 [1993]; 

Bourdieu 1999). If the testimony is economically or politically inspired, participants are 

more likely to question the motive of the speaker for even sharing. During the course of 

interviews with participants, I asked a series of questions about the types of messages 

they heard from border enforcement authorities, immigration activists, and migrants 

themselves during the BorderLinks trip. Respondents tended to see migrants as relatively 

uninterested testimonial sharers, sharing their stories simply to share their stories, as 

opposed to government authorities and activists who were representing positions and 

arguments. 

In this economy of testimonial-telling, the homestay visits during the course of a 

trip play a crucial role. The homestays by participants are part of BorderLinks’ attempt to 

build local community in Mexico through supporting women’s initiatives. For any of 

these families, hosting BorderLinks groups is a vital extra source of income. Homestay 
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families are always remunerated.  BorderLinks, though, tries to prevent participants from 

knowing or reflecting on this.  The discovery of this income raises doubts in the minds of 

travelers, since it adds an unseemly motive to the supposed personal connections that are 

occurring. It is not clear how many BorderLinks participants are aware of payments to 

families; on only one trip with Central College did I hear the group consider this openly. 

For this group the awareness of the testimonial-telling economy degraded this aspect of 

the trip. On the final night of their trip, I sat with Bob, Alice, and Susan from Central 

College, talking about the highlights and lowlights of the week. They were all 

disappointed by the homestays, feeling like the hosting families did not offer much by 

way of conversation or knowledge to the participants. Susan summed up the implicit 

critique of the group: “A lot can go wrong with homestays, especially if you feel like 

they’re doing it for business.”  

A third fracture of personalism involved the organizational rules that participants 

were asked to follow, but which people outside the organization were unaware of. 

Participants on each trip were instructed by delegation leaders not to give money to 

migrants. This was couched in the language of avoiding the creation of dependency. 

During the orientation with Justicia College, the trip leader Alicia told the group that 

“there’s no need to give any gift [to anyone they encounter]. Donations just created 

conflicts or precedents, which other [BorderLinks] groups down the road have to follow.” 

While travelling with Midwestern Theological, our van was stopped by the Border Patrol 

far from the physical border, which rattled  the participants somewhat. As we pulled 

away, with a sense of relief, Pam used this as a chance to share some last minute 
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guidelines: “Two things. Don’t take pictures [at checkpoints] because you could get in 

trouble. Don’t give money to anyone, even if they are desperate and look like a person 

who could use a quarter. It causes dependency and can get us involved in things.” Giving 

money was a species of trouble. 

These rules may have prevented dependency and conflict, but they also 

functioned to sustain the economy of testimonial-telling that BorderLinks valued. First, 

the rules removed the overt appearance of money in exchanges with economically 

vulnerable Mexicans and migrants. While I witnessed participants on a number of 

occasions secretly giving money to migrants, the suppression of public giving maintained 

a value for the “freely-given” stories participants wanted to hear. Second, since the 

economy of testimonial-telling must exist across time for BorderLinks to continue 

providing this unique experience, the rules helped achieve this with participants who did 

not share the diachronic vision of the organization. Third, the rules forced BorderLinks 

participants to delink urges to help from the immediate context, ushering students in 

BorderLinks’ mode of self-discernment that was meant to avoid coercion or guilt.  

The main problem with BorderLinks’ rules were that they were not known to 

random interlocutors that participants met during the course of the week. Participants are 

primed during a trip to see interactions with anyone as an opportunity to understand the 

reality of the border. In the interactions that BorderLinks sets up, the economy of 

testimonial-telling has been worked out behind the scenes. It usually works because it is 

agreed upon—albeit not publicly—by the organization, speakers, and participants 
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themselves. When this tacit agreement is not shared, the uniqueness and difficulty of 

BorderLinks’ approach is made clear. This is exactly the situation that happened with the 

St. Michael’s group during their trip. 

Early one morning, while staying in Agua Prieta, just south of the American 

border town of Douglas, the St. Michael group headed to a migrant service center. The 

service center was not open yet, so Janice told us about the various services migrants 

need when they are deported. The group was standing in the shadow of a building, just 

off the sidewalk in an adjacent parking lot. As we stood there, a woman walked straight 

up to our group. The woman had light brown skin, disheveled hair, and wore garments 

that one day may have been dress clothes, but were now dirty and ill-fitting.  

She came up to our group and inserted herself very close to three group members. 

In the ensuing lull in our group conversation, she gave an account of her recent troubles 

in accented English: a man had left her, she had been slowed by a mental illness, and she 

had not been able to find any work. She talked rapidly. We stood, some of our group 

looking directly at her; others staring at the ground or looking at the buildings. I found 

myself surprisingly thankful that I could pay attention to the others instead of her, since 

her presence was both disruptive and demanding. 

When the woman paused for a moment in a rambling story about her problems, a 

group member, Lisa, looked at her and simply said “Thank you for your story.” While 

delivered with sincerity, it also felt like an attempt to close the interaction. To our shared 

surprise, the woman replied: “It’s not a story, it’s the truth!” Lisa was visibly shaken at 
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this retort, realizing that her words did not have the intended effect of ending the 

interaction. At this point, Janice spoke up and bluntly said to woman: “We don’t have 

any money to give.” Not satisfied with this answer, and not allowing Janice to speak for 

the whole group of Americans, the woman then addressed the whole group. She bluntly 

asked for money. Most of us quietly said, “No.”  After showing a look of disgust, and 

waiting for any other response, she simply walked off.  

The group was at a loss at what to do, with Janice again looking inside the service 

center and a couple of others wandering around to take pictures of the town. Lisa looked 

at me and said, “She went for me.”  She said it with a tone of impatience, but also a sense 

that she had figured the woman out and successfully navigated us through the 

interruption, without running afoul of BorderLinks’ rules. Somewhat to my surprise, the 

moment turned into a session of sharing stories about beggars and their demands. One 

participant told a story about watching a beggar work a restaurant with the same sad story 

table after table. He had helped to prevent it by warning another table. Another 

participant mentioned confronting an alcoholic, homeless man who asked her for money 

each day as she walked past on her way to work. She said that one day she finally told the 

guy to quit with the story—just ask for the money. After another participant mentioned 

that people can make “good money” with these strategies, one participant ended the topic 

with a quick joke: “And they don’t even have to pay tax on it!” Lisa, though, had the last 

word about the interaction, and one that is strangely in line with BorderLinks’ vision: 

“But that was a good experience to learn.” 
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The various rules are meant to keep this economy of storytelling afloat to sustain 

the BorderLinks approach. Doing so with rules involves all participants in making this 

equality happen, but also takes the exchange out of the public eye.  

 

4.5.2 Representation of the Field of Immigration 

BorderLinks also has a long history of having groups talk with what I term 

“somewhat real people”: experts who speak on behalf of or about a group or a position. 

The weeklong schedule has a collection of experts who provide 30-90 minute talks. On 

one trip, with BorderLinks’ preference for “real people” in mind, the trip leader Alicia 

struggled to explain to participants how these speakers fit into the organizational vision 

of talking with the “real people.” Alicia seemed unsure, but determined, as she wove 

together an explanation that might work for participants even if it did not seem to work 

for her. Her explanation ended up going something like this: border enforcement 

authorities, humanitarian aid activists, and lawyers were indeed “real” people in an 

ontological way and we should listen to them, but they were “real” in a different way 

than the other “real” people. For the educational purposes of BorderLinks, experts are 

actually crucial since they can represent concise overviews of large amounts of history 

and information in a short amount of time. They are information brokers that participants 

would like to tap into. The inclusion of these interlocutor experts introduces some 

tensions into BorderLinks’ model, though. 
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During a weeklong trip, BorderLinks intentionally aims to present the viewpoints 

on “both sides” of the issue. This is a rather noticeable departure from the vision of 

discovering borderland truths from those who suffer in lived experience. Through doing 

so, BorderLinks deepens its commitment to a discursive mode of civil society, familiar to 

readers of Habermas, in which political opinion-making is best produced when all sides 

of an issue are represented. Participants have the most complete set of ideas and opinions 

to choose from; theoretically they can navigate the field of positions. This approach 

echoes forms of deliberative democracy, in which reasoned discussion about facts and 

interpretations takes the place of one-sided, combative posturing.  

BorderLinks attempts to “balance” between all the viewpoints that are offered. In 

practice this means (Gill 2004a): 

A concerted effort [is] made to provide opportunity for participants to hear and 

respect a wide spectrum of voices and points of view. Indeed, a positive balance is 

sought between the perspective of a manager of a maquiladora and that of its 

workers, as well as between that of a Border Patrol agent and a migrant person. 

There is no attempt to stack the deck in favor of the Mexican experience, since the 

realities of the border will always manage to reveal themselves” (21).  

Further, “the encounter [with the range of voices] must be structured with a minimum of 

direct teaching or of pressure to come to any specific conclusions” (Gill 1999: 37).  

Despite the ideal of balance, this explanation shows a profound organizational 

belief in the truth of testimonials from “real people” over the truth of represented 
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positions for maquila managers and Border Patrol agents. During a BorderLinks trip the 

deck is stacked, in the sense that BorderLinks participants already prioritize the lived 

reality of the border by the simple fact of coming to Arizona with this particular 

organization. However, as this quotation suggests, BorderLinks goes to great lengths to 

maintain an ideal of open, non-coerced, diverse exploration of the border. Visibly 

stacking the deck would mean violating the reality that various positions about 

immigration exist while simultaneously violating the ability of participants to sort 

through these positions.  

The inclusion of diverse voices is actually an expectation of participants—they 

value the approach that BorderLinks offers. Indeed, participants are attuned to whether 

the deck is stacked during a BorderLinks strip. During the course of follow-up interviews 

I asked participants whether they thought BorderLinks had an agenda.  

A number said, yes, that, BorderLinks’ message was that the current immigration 

situation is bad and more humane policies are needed. When pointing this out, though, no 

participant mentioned feeling pressured to accept a certain line or ostracized for 

differences of opinion. More frequently, participants simply stated that BorderLinks’ 

agenda was for them “to be aware” of what was happening at the border. Another termed 

the BorderLinks message “incredibly complicated,” which “showed complexity” of the 

border and “opens more questions than it closes” about such things like “Why?” and 

“What next?” One of the few overtly politically conservative participants I travelled with, 

who was attuned during the trip to the generally left-leaning sensibilities of most people 
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he met, reflected that BorderLinks’ message was “to reevaluate and come to your own 

conclusions.” And even more participants replied that they had “no idea” what 

BorderLinks hoped they might actually do after the BorderLinks trip  

Participants often wanted to hear more from “the other side,” seeing a 

BorderLinks trip as a rare opportunity to directly engage the various positions and aspects 

of undocumented immigration. A frequent suggestion on post-trip evaluations was to 

have more representation from “the other side”: I.C.E. agents, Border Patrol agents, 

ranchers, and even Minuteman. 

Accomplishing this balance of positions introduces a number of fractures into 

BorderLinks’ work. Unfortunately for BorderLinks, a field of discursive positions and 

opinions cannot be made to represent itself. After hearing participants’ disappointment 

about not meeting the Minuteman, I asked the BorderLinks staff member Sarah why the 

Minuteman were not on the list of possible speakers. Sarah recounted that they were at 

one point—until they violated BorderLinks’ model. As Sarah recounted the incident, the 

Minuteman secretly took pictures of a BorderLinks group during their meeting, then 

posted these pictures to a website as evidence of support for the Minuteman cause. A 

similar explanation came up on the trip with St. Michael’s, which allowed an opportunity 

for BorderLinks to reiterate its commitment to showing “all sides.” When asked why the 

group could not meet with the Minuteman, Janice replied, “we try to be neutral but this is 

where that flies out the window. We don’t deal with them anymore because they took 

pictures” of a group one time and posted them without permission. 
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 More typically, BorderLinks simply struggles to recruit enough “opposing 

voices” for the number of trips it guides. Recall that BorderLinks hosts dozens of groups 

each year. The availability of border enforcement authorities fluctuates greatly. In the 

first half of the 2000’s, a generally amenable local Border Patrol official made agents 

regularly available. In 2008, though, BorderLinks was told they could have one visit with 

Border Patrol officials each a month. And that visit would be in BorderLinks’ facility, not 

a Border Patrol facility. The organization has similar trouble scheduling speakers from 

other  governmental organizations, such as U.S. Custom’s and I.C.E. In the six trips that I 

participated in, I heard two presentations by U.S. Customs agents and one presentation 

from an I.C.E official. At times BorderLinks has had relationships with ranchers who 

would speak to the economic costs of migration through their land and their feelings of 

political impotency. In six trips, I only heard one rancher address a group. Despite 

BorderLinks’, and participants’, commitment to “hearing all sides,” not all sides 

apparently want to be heard. By assuming the existence of an identifiable field of 

positions that need to be heard, BorderLinks is deeply respectful of discursive openness, 

but this commitment is partially derailed by being unable to easily represent the field of 

immigration voices. 

Beyond trying to construct representation, BorderLinks nurtures distinctive ways 

of interacting with represented voices in the field of immigration controversy. As a 

consequence of an organizational orientation towards openness in the process of learning 

from a multitude of voices, BorderLinks encourages distinct listening practices. Just 
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inside the door to BorderLinks’ dorm area, all participants are shown a list of values, one 

of which is “open communication.”  

BorderLinks details specific practices of open communication. During one 

orientation, the trip leader Janice explained to us the need to use a “listening posture” 

with interlocutors, which she said would be modeled by her. This posture meant looking 

directly at the speaker, showing interest in the conversation and, if the need arose, doing 

whatever it took to avoid falling asleep. Throughout the trips I accompanied, BorderLinks 

delegation leaders went to great lengths to show the listening practices. As I became tired 

during a trip, I was oftentimes easily distracted from paying attention to the speakers. I 

found myself retreating to my notebook, taking notes on anything just to avoid falling 

asleep. I also found myself in awe of BorderLinks’ delegation leaders’ ability to sustain 

focus and a posture of attentiveness. 

BorderLinks goal of “respecting” speakers was also taken quite seriously by 

delegation participants. Participants rarely challenged what speakers said. Quite often, 

after a 30-60 minute presentation, participants would engage in a short question-and-

answer period with a speaker. However, the comments in this period rarely directly 

challenged what speakers were saying. Participants tended to discuss their negative 

comments once the actual interaction was done and the speaker was no longer with the 

group. Some speakers such as border enforcement authorities, not surprisingly, elicited 

more disagreement. But a line of respect is usually policed by BorderLinks staff whom 

did not publicly push against what these speakers said to groups. The importance of this 
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lack of challenging was evident to me one day with my own reaction to something Pam 

said. It was the end of a long day and Pam said that the next day we would have a visit 

from “ice, ice baby,” using a sing-song tone which clearly referred to the 1990’s popular 

music hit by Vanilla Ice. She was, of course, mocking the actual visit we would have the 

following day from I.C.E.: Immigration and Customs Enforcement. As our group 

chuckled at the cheesy tune, Pam noticed how much she was overstepping a line of 

respect by devishly commenting: “We should sing this tomorrow, it’d be very 

disrespectful.” The group, of course, did no such thing and Pam herself would not have 

let that happen. 

These postures of respect and non-confrontation are quite a step away from the 

free-flowing, discursive engagement advocated by Friere and deliberative democracy 

advocates. A BorderLinks trip is more like “information listening” than an equitable 

exchange of perspectives. The difference between the BorderLinks vision of discursive 

engagement and the sessions with expert interlocutors is akin to the distinction between 

Tocqueville’s citizen gatherings and the tightly-scripted “Town Halls” of current politics: 

the idea is clearer than the reality.  

One final fracture that occurs through representation processes on a BorderLinks 

trip is the development of “complexity.” Revealing the complexity of the border is a goal 

of BorderLinks, by which it means a perspective that multiple, simultaneous processes 

and systems are responsible for the building of border walls, the deaths of migrants, and 

the impoverishment of border communities. A common response during my post-trip 
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interviews with participants was the claim that a BorderLinks trip helped them to see the 

complexity. Of course, the border is a complex place. But participants had a complex 

time articulating the importance of understanding that complexity, unsure of what could 

or should be done to address that complexity. 

It is this secondary level of complexity which is an unintended consequence of 

BorderLinks’ efforts at representing the border. BorderLinks’ inclusion of a range of 

voices and positions introduces the possibility that participants may have trouble 

distinguishing the most legitimate position and/or be swayed by the rhetorical strategies 

of the “somewhat real people” they hear. After all, the experts that speak to BorderLinks 

groups have rather clear interests to represent and a vested interest to draw participants 

towards their interpretation of the border.  

I was able to interview an I.C.E. agent about his willingness to make agents 

available for the numerous hours required to make presentations to BorderLinks. 

Ironically, he saw BorderLinks as an important part of the agency’s mission to 

communicate its work to the public. As he recounted in an interview with me, it was an 

opportunity for the agency to point out the real danger from terrorists and drug dealers, 

while also letting them know that the image of raiding migrant residences was inaccurate. 

To him, BorderLinks was actually doing his agency a service by constituting small 

publics that his public relations efforts could influence. In this interview, which I was not 

able to record, and in I.C.E. presentations in general to delegation groups, the agency was 

able to enter the economy of testimonial-telling on its own terms. 
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Most BorderLinks participants came to BorderLinks with a large amount of 

compassion for migrants, frustration at border policies, and an appreciation for the value 

of immigrants in local communities. And the reality is that most BorderLinks participants 

leave the same way. The process of thinking about these issues that happens through 

engagement with “real people” and “somewhat real people” generally reinforces this line 

of thinking. For reasons explored here, participants mostly hear from speakers who are 

generally-pro immigrant, including the personalized view of the migration process 

portrayed by migrants themselves.  

However, BorderLinks’ respectful inclusion of many different positions always 

leaves open the possibility that wrong conclusions are taken away from a BorderLinks 

trip. Recalling the words from Gill earlier: it is distinctly possible that the realities of the 

border will manage to reveal themselves in ways that add to a muddied vision of the 

border. The creation of complexity works against a unified consolidation of message. In 

many ways this is a desired outcome for BorderLinks through its stress on thinking about 

the border by hearing in the field from the field of voices about immigration and the 

border. This respects participants’ own ability to make up their minds.  

But this is also an intersection where the distinctive approach of BorderLinks 

encounters a difficulty. BorderLinks tries not to stack the deck, but it certainly expects 

that the voices of “real people” will prioritize the positions and opinions of suffering in 

the hearts and minds of participants. Overall, this appears to happen, but it happens in a 

way that leaves the constructed field of immigration voices as a instantiated encrustation. 
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In other words, complexity remains and participants are left with the difficulty of sorting 

through this complexity without an overt principle or criteria as to what is right¸ what is 

just. This outcome actually is at odds with the orientation of those pedagogues that 

inspired BorderLinks’ work to begin with.  

As Friere says in a recorded dialogue with Horton (Bell, Gaventa, and Peters 

1990): “While having on the one hand to respect the expectations and choices of the 

students, the educator also has the duty of not being neutral. … The educator as an 

intellectual has to intervene. He [sic]  cannot be a mere facilitator (: 180). 

Inserting BorderLinks as the educator in this quotation and participants as the 

students, the duty to “intervene,” to push beyond a formal neutrality is something that has 

difficulty occurring on a BorderLinks trip. 

4.6 Inspiring Action but Expecting Difficulty 

 The BorderLinks building is an aesthetically rich, spirit-filled environment. The 

décor and structure of BorderLinks’ space provides some insight for participants into the 

mindset of complexity: that the issues they encounter here concerning immigration are 

one piece in a web of issues. To confront one is not the same as confronting them all, but 

BorderLinks tries to show participants the interconnections between them.  

A prominent poster in the “living room” reinforces this, hanging on the wall 

above an upholstered, dilapidated rocking chair. The 6’ by 4’ black and white poster 

shows a massive spider hovering over an intricate web, with various unfortunate objects 

caught in the web. Stepping close to the poster, you might be surprised to see this is an 
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evocative visual aid describing the modern economy: the spider of neo-liberal capitalism 

pulls the strings (literally) of multinational corporations, resulting in mismanaged 

national governments and a subdued mass of humanity mired in poverty and injustice. 

With the addition of immigration, the picture would provide a rather accurate depiction of 

BorderLinks’ view of the global economy. 

 But what could a person do against such an all-encompassing, complex web? This 

is the domain of the third theme in BorderLinks’ organizational vision: action. 

BorderLinks’ self-stated purpose for existence is “to inspire action.” Both participants 

and staff, prior to trips, during trips, and after trips express a faith that participation does 

inspire action.  

The primary way for talking about action is by reference to transformation. 

Describing a BorderLinks trip he attended, Gill (1999: 28) commented that, “like nearly 

all BorderLinks excursions, this trip was truly a transformative experience for everyone.” 

At the beginning of trips, as BorderLinks staff members orient travelers, they often note 

how transforming the week will be for people. I came to refer to this in my notes as 

“prepping the change.”  

The instances I saw this happen were numerous. The repetition of Rick’s 

founding myth is the most obvious example, but the reference to transformation was 

omnipresent. On the first night with Southern Seminary, the group’s American leader, 

whom had been on immersion trips herself, reaffirmed to the group the “truth” of the 

transformative experience that was about to happen to them. The Mexican leader at 
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dinner that night shared how she can see the changes that happen to people during the 

course of the week by looking at their faces. At the end of the week, they are more 

compassionate and less heavy than they were at the beginning. The BorderLinks director 

at the time would join groups and discuss her own transformative story as a way of 

inviting participants to embrace the idea of transformation.    

Two weeks after a BorderLinks trip, participants usually received a follow-up 

letter with thanks from their trip’s BorderLinks staff leaders and gentle encouragement 

for continued transformation. The second paragraph of one letter I received began: “We 

hope that your time here was transformational.” Reading the organization’s “Toolkit for 

Action,” I noticed the foreword from the Executive Director whom declared: “We know 

that most participants in our programs come away transformed by the experience.” As I 

wrote this section you are reading, I received the latest BorderLinks mail communication 

to supporters. After explaining the details of a recent trip to Chiapas, the letter stated: 

“The experience of being present in Chiapas was transformative. … Connecting our 

experiences with our feelings, knowledge, and actions is integral to BorderLinks’ 

education mission.”  

At BorderLinks, transformation is in the air: the expectation of transformation, the 

language of transformation, and evidence of transformation. The final chapter will 

address to the extent to which transformation is measurable and what it looks like in 

participants’ future. Here, I deal with the organization’s understanding of transformation 

and its role in promoting post-trip action.  
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  The language of transformation is generally agnostic about the particulars of 

participants’ lives prior to their participation in BorderLinks. For example, many 

BorderLinks participants are already attitudinally committed to pro-immigrant positions 

and/or have been actively involved with immigration causes. What the language of 

transformation adds is emotional motivation to do something more upon returning home. 

The frequent use of the word is universalizing in its implications: how could a participant 

not be transformed? This, after all, is why organizations send their members on such 

trips. 

Behind this word for BorderLinks is a rather intricate anthropology about how 

participants come to care and which processes must occur in order for a participant to 

eventually act (Wuthnow 1995). By tracing this anthropology, and connecting it to the 

practices of BorderLinks, I show that the process of “inspiring action” is framed by an 

ongoing tension between the poles of specificity and vagueness. 

 

4.6.1 The Role of Heart Knowledge 

Usually during orientation, but nearly always by the end of trips, BorderLinks 

delegation leaders would describe how BorderLinks trips are meant to produce “heart 

knowledge” in addition to “head knowledge.” The distinction between heart knowledge 

and head knowledge is not the same as a distinction between emotion and rationality. 

Head knowledge does not refer merely to facts and information, since I have shown that a 

large portion of the BorderLinks experience is taken up with learning facts and 
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information from a variety of voices. Instead, head knowledge refers to the learning of 

facts and knowledge separate from the environment in which humans actually experience 

the brute reality of them. Even more importantly, head knowledge refers to the gathering 

of facts and information with little or no regard to the ethical implication of such 

knowledge. “Heart knowledge,” on the other hand, means becoming aware of how facts 

and information affect moral sensibility and encourage future ameliorative action. 

As it happens, the tension between head and heart in BorderLinks’ logic of social 

action mirrors a similar tension that can be traced in recent developments in ethics. 

Recent scholarship in ethics has attempted to show two simultaneous aspects of 

cognition: the “head” processes of organizing information and the “heart” process of 

providing an evaluative edge to that raw information. After the era of head-oriented 

Kantian ethics, the era of ethics inaugurated by Adam Smith’s moral theory writings was 

characterized by a deep dive into moral sentimentalism, which some modern theorists are 

attempting to moderate with a more middle-ground approach (Taylor 1989a; Vetlesen 

1994). Using a view of moral behavior that is strikingly similar to the See-Think-Act 

cycle, Vetlesen (1994) has argued that empathy is an outcome of the combination of 

information assessment, bodily feelings, and evaluative orientations about what is 

important in a given situation. BorderLinks’ approach, in the which the reflection on the 

ethical implications of experience along the U.S.-Mexico border is connected with 

emotions as well as information, also tries to unite these together.  
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One of BorderLinks’ implicit arguments is that in most discussions of 

immigration or the border, head and heart knowledge are separated, even opposed to one 

another. BorderLinks seems to ask of participants: “If head and heart knowledge were 

joined, would we build an expensive wall in the desert that people easily scale? Would 

we allow hundreds of deaths in the desert each year? Would we ignore the destabilizing 

effects of economic integration on border communities?”  

BorderLinks’ methodology is meant to bring these two modalities together. Doing 

so, however, is not easily accomplished according to BorderLinks. Tourists and short-

term mission trips parachute into places like Mexican border cities with opinions based in 

head knowledge and, worse, actions leading to dependency based in the same 

disembodied, un-contextualized head knowledge. Participants on those trips offer Gospel 

tracts and build houses without considering what these actions mean to locals or do to 

locals.   

If BorderLinks’ goal is to connect heart knowledge and head knowledge, the 

dominant, pre-existing pathway between head knowledge and actions must be disrupted. 

Freeing participants’ hearts means stopping the dominant patterns by which head 

knowledge dominates the move to action. This is one reason why BorderLinks “does” 

very little on its trips. The large majority of groups do no service work during their trips 

and no trips did classic evangelization work. Occasionally, BorderLinks will bend this 

approach, for example to accommodate a youth group bent on ‘helping people’ during 
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their time in Mexico. Even then, though, the assistance is minimal and is done through 

established organizations, such as at the Casa or the Tucson food bank. 

With this anthropology of motivation in the background, a spiritual-psychological 

moderating device is added by BorderLinks to the model of popular education pedagogy. 

I came to term this moderating device the heart-knowledge processor. The heart-

knowledge processor is used by BorderLinks to have participants consider the action 

implications of the information they have been gathering throughout the week. The heart 

is seen as the motivating center of future action.  

On the majority of trips I travelled with, the BorderLinks delegation leaders 

would discuss the heart-knowledge concept as they introduced a period of group 

discussion or reflection. This would usually occur after the midpoint of the week. In fact, 

BorderLinks delegation leaders reported that they would hold off on processing heart 

knowledge, since participants were not ready or “in a place” to experience its benefits. 

The delegation leader Janice shared with me that most groups begin to tire, become 

frustrated, disengage from speakers, and stop asking questions about midway through the 

week. When this happens, she said, groups “need the hold-it-in-your-heart talk.” She 

explained that the purposes of this talk is to convey to participants that they “don’t need 

to fix it [yet], they don’t need to be American.” The talk is meant in BorderLinks’ vision 

to fight the old patterns of head dominance. In the middle of the week with Southern 

Seminary, Janice was sensing that the group was confused in their heads, having just had 

a difficult experience on a desert walk. During a reflection she encouraged the group: 
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“don’t worry about action yet, we’ll get to that. [Instead], put the stories in your heart, 

then move them to your head.”    

In the mind of delegation leaders, participants arrived at BorderLinks with a lot of 

head knowledge and a can-do attitude about ameliorating any problems they might 

encounter. Delegation leaders would forcibly table discussions of “What can we do about 

what we’ve seen?,” since this revealed an impetus by participants to act instead of an 

impetus to first understand by joining heart knowledge and head knowledge. In order for 

participants to be changed by the experience and to eventually move into worthwhile 

action, they had to spend some time gathering in and reflecting on heart knowledge.   

Heart knowledge processing was accomplished in a number of different ways. 

One way was simply through discursive reflections. One evening with Midwestern 

Theological, the trip leader, Pam, began a reflection by asking, “How is your heart?” She 

explained that this was a “Mayan way of saying, ‘How are you doing?’” This group was 

feeling disturbed. Benjamin said that he felt “conflicted. … I’m going to be different, but 

I don’t know what that means.”  Mitt followed this, commenting, “I need a different way 

to live, but to be the same person. I see it in practical terms. I feel a call to change. It’s 

radical to change and to have a call to radical change.” He explained that doing a 

BorderLinks trips was “like doing a tough diet because you fail because you are so used 

to doing what you were doing before.”  Lucile followed on these, saying: 

“My heart is heavy. I see the faces of people from the room last night [when we 

spoke with Mexican church members in a border town]. I see faces that depend on 

270



 

 

me, on us to help make a difference, to help with their situation. … The heaviness 

is to go home and figure out what my role is.”  

This group was picking its ways through the difficult minefield of heavy 

emotions. Heart knowledge processing required such work, lest the heaviness remain and 

prevent future action.  

However, the focus on processing emotions, and on the process of dealing with 

heart knowledge prior to moving to action, could also disrupt other aspects of the trip. 

During a trip with Southern Seminary, while looking at the border wall in Nogales, where 

it is fifteen feet high, tipped with razor wire, monitored by security cameras on high 

walls, and adorned with resistance art, the group had become engaged in a politico-

economic conversation about the wall. Janice, worried that the group was getting ahead 

of itself in the first day in Mexico, stopped the conversation and asked us to consider 

migration through reflecting on our identity and personal history. While doing so she 

suggested that we should take in our own stories, and the stories we hear, to our hearts: 

“See where they [the stories] pull us, or rub us raw.”  

Another way to engage the heart processor was an activity which involved 

drawing the outline of a human body on a sheet of paper. At the head, participants could 

write down all the things they had learned during the week: their head knowledge. At the 

heart, participants could write down the emotions they were experiencing and/or the 

aspects of the trip that most triggered the reaction of their heart. When she introduced this 

activity, Janice explained that the heart was the container that would hold the valuable 
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experiences that participants would take away from the week. A group divided into three 

small groups, scattering ourselves on the cool floor of the worship space in Southside 

Presbyterian Church, a birthplace of the Sanctuary Movement.  

Table 4.2 provides the list from this activity. On the right-hand side of the table 

we see the heart as the container of emotions, both heavy and inspiring emotions. The 

hope of BorderLinks is to turn these emotions to motivation, which then generates action 

informed by the head knowledge listed on the left-hand side of the table.  

Table 4.2 Head Knowledge and Heart Knowledge on a BorderLinks Trip 
(Verbatims) 

Head Knowledge Heart Knowledge 

Facts Dreams of people 
Importance of water Faces 

Statistics [about migrant deaths] Desperation 
Justice system [and deportation] Fear 

Cost of living in Mexico Hopelessness 
Living environment in Mexico Passion 

International law Determination 
  Sense of Care 
  Guilt 
  Embarrassment 
  No more deaths! 
  Inspiration 
  Commitment 

    
 

Another way that the heart processing worked was to call on the expertise of 

someone who could readily talk about emotions. In this instance, story becomes directly 
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implicated as the mode par excellence for processing heart knowledge. This could 

involve a Mexican delegation leader sharing their “story,” with encouraging comments 

about how participants should feel. This hearing was usually given its own space in the 

course of a day, a moment dedicated to hearing a narrative about struggle that, through 

the work of the story-teller, could be emotional, informative, and inspiring. The 

emotional impact of these particular stories was multiplied by the personal familiarity 

that trip members had with Mexican delegation leaders.  

Of course, the multiple ways of processing heart knowledge fit seamlessly with 

the embodied metaphor of heart in common linguistic usage, which makes the domain of 

its meaning rather large (Lakoff 1987). There is a clear linkage in our language between 

heart, emotion, and suffering. During a trip with Sojourner University, a number of times 

I recorded participants talking about their heart: breaking when hearing about 

mistreatment in the desert, or as the mode of connection when hearing a migrant’s 

difficult story. During heart processing, it was not that emotions were released, but that 

emotions were given their due: acknowledged, affirmed, and located as important 

indicators for participants to determine what to do next. As emotions have become the 

focus of social movement research, there is a growing awareness that paying attention to 

their development, management, and transmission help to understand how “movements 

move” individuals (Eyerman 2006). 

The effects of the heart-knowledge processor are numerous. The tenor of the 

discussion replicated the feeling of intimacy common to small group settings, in which 
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emotional vulnerability could be probed (Wuthnow 1996b). This sharing of intimacy 

could bring a group closer together, but also made emotions public. During these 

moments, participants reflected on what they had seen, but also began to manage 

anxieties of what this meant in the course of their life. The logic of the heart processor 

provided participants a language to understand what might happen to them, as well as 

what might not.  

During a reflection with Justicia College, Ronald commented, “I’m thinking about 

the diagram with the head learning and heart learning [which was hanging on a wall 

behind his chair]. At lunch we were talking about vegetarianism [and its negative impact 

of the environment, health, etc.]. I know all this, but I’m not a vegetarian. It’s interesting 

how important heart learning is—you all [e.g., the BorderLinks delegation leaders] have 

done a great job of connecting the two.”  

The private-public nexus that develops around heart-knowledge processing can 

minimize the danger of making the process overly individualistic. The fact that 

BorderLinks uses phraseology of the heart instead of the word “emotion” suggests a 

wariness that travelers’ experiences could drift into a personality domain of self related to 

ego, consumption, and irresponsibility. The heart-knowledge processing provides the 

language and routine for eventual action to be personal, based in the participants’ 

discernment of their own heart and their life, without being criticized for being 

individualistic (Taylor 1991). Heart-knowledge processing regulates the emotional, even 

moral, pressure that builds up for individuals during the course of a trip. It allows control 
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over something that can feel out of control: the overwhelming system of injustice that 

participants learn about.  

However, this is also the root of the fracture it introduces to BorderLinks’ internal 

culture. It simultaneously relinquishes the pressure for the demand of action by 

suggesting that the movement to action must be slow and must be discerned by the 

individual her or himself. The heart-knowledge processor is specific in its demands for 

something, but vague as to what direction this demand should go. 

 Learning to use the heart-knowledge processor was a first step in inspiring action, 

given BorderLinks’ understanding of the motivating power of emotion. Despite the 

elaborate anthropology of head and heart, BorderLinks’ encouragement of participant 

action was anything but straightforward. It turns out that the specifics of action are 

actually quite vague. In fact, discussion about future action resembled taking a group of 

excited bridled horses chomping on the bit to do something, then yanking back strongly 

on the reins. Participants were being prepped by BorderLinks for failure, not necessarily 

success. 

 Gill (1999: 37) indirectly provides a sense of the problem from the organizations’ 

history, writing, “While BorderLinks is not essentially an activist organization, it is 

committed to the belief that all real learning leads naturally and inevitably to action.” An 

academic colleague of mine, who had personally been on a BorderLinks delegation, 

suggested the confusion this organizational vagueness causes among people used to 

275



 

 

clearly-defined social movement groups. He confided his confusion to me by simply 

saying: “they [BorderLinks] don’t do anything.”  

How does an organization committed to action, but not calling itself activist, 

move participants to specific actions? There is certainly the expectation of action, to 

which Gill (2004a: 152) writes: 

Ultimately it is the hope of those of us who work with BorderLinks that those 

who participate in its programs will find ways to improve the conditions along the 

US/Mexico border by helping to alter the political policies that initiate and 

maintain the destructive and dehumanizing realities there. Some former 

participants go home and organize economic boycotts of products assembled in 

maquiladoras, while others may protest at the School of the Americas or work to 

elect responsible legislators. Many more help to disseminate information about 

unjust political and economic policies, and hopefully everyone gets out and votes! 

BorderLinks’ delegation leaders went to great lengths to avoid suggesting what 

participants could do. On the trip with Central College, the vagueness of BorderLinks’ 

suggestions came through starkly as a group repeatedly kept pinning the delegation leader 

George in conversation to ask what he thought they should do. George’s final reply to the 

group, given with a look of impatient exasperation, was, “I have no idea, but I hope you 

do something.”   

When the BorderLinks staff member Nancy spoke with groups, she often gave a 

similar message: “We don’t tell you what to do. It’s about falling in love. Go back and 
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get connected and do something. And, hopefully, something with the poorest and the 

marginalized. We didn’t bring you here to be worker-bees in immigration reform. We 

want that [immigration reform], and people do need it, but just become involved!” 

Doing something, and being afraid of not doing anything, requires self-

compassion. Alicia suggested that the group from Justicia College, 

Be gentle with yourself when you return to school because there is so much going 

on. Don’t worry about fitting in social justice goal into your college life. There are 

other opportunities for graduates. Let it shape your life, but you do have 

responsibilities now to deal with [in college]. Shifting priorities and making space 

is important. Be gentle on yourself. You got a lot of changes this week from all of 

this. 

When asked by the group halfway through the week what to do, Alicia responded 

evasively, “I will give you a ‘Toolkit for Action’ at the end of the week, when you can 

learn more.”  She was implicitly suggesting that the practical demand for action was 

something that BorderLinks would deal with at the end. As the group prepared to leave, 

she was rushing to photocopy the lengthy paper document. Finally, to save paper, she put 

it on a CD and asked the group leaders to make sure to share it with participants when 

they got back home. In this case, the practical demand for action moved beyond the 

BorderLinks experience, but also beyond BorderLinks’ direction. I had actually been on 

three BorderLinks trips before even hearing about this aid. 
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Another intuition that the organization’s encouragement of action was uncertain 

was the fact that numerous groups never engaged in an overt conversation about what the 

participants might do next. On two of the trips I participated in, there was no group-level 

discussion of what participants were considering doing in their lives in response to the 

BorderLinks experience. It is possible and even likely that these groups had some version 

of this discussion among themselves as they travelled home or when they arrived home. 

The important point is that, organizationally, BorderLinks was not the proximate initiator 

of this activity. 

One way that BorderLinks does encourage possible future action is by making it a 

part of the group activity that reflect on head and heart knowledge. On the last night of 

my trip with groups from Sojourner University and St. Michael’s College, the 

BorderLinks delegation leader had us make lists of actions we could do when we got 

home. Table 4.3, composed of notes I took from the group’s lists made on butcher paper, 

displays the action ideas of these two groups, one of college students and another of 

church members.
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Table 4.3 Possible Actions Brainstormed by Two BorderLinks Delegations 

Sojourner University 

Group One Suggestions Group Two Suggestions Group Three Suggestions 
Keeping alive the spirit of resistance A BorderLinks delegation next year Spread the word on a personal 

level 
Restless struggling to understand Take Gary's survey Encourage volunteering in the 

community; enlisting others Communication of border realities Host humanitarian aid speaker 
Planting date trees Tell our families about what we saw. Establish better volunteer 

opportunities/systems on campus Finding your place along the spectrum Blog about our experience 
Imperative to act ethically Thesis about immigration Expand our "borders" 
 Summer volunteer along the border  
 Share the story with the campus  
 Read the paper  
 Economic development  
 Talk with others  
 Be politically involvement  
 Research  
 Learn about immigration in other 

countries 
 

 Watch Obama! [Hold him accountable]  
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St. Michael's Church 

Group One Suggestions Group Two Suggestions   
Connect locally to immigrant 
organizations 

Understand "immigration reform"  

Talk to friends, Congress about 
experience 

Investigate maquilas  

Letter to Editor about immigration Talk to people about the experience  
Talk to people in Hispanic neighborhood Read books about issue  
Show pictures from the trip at church Contact elected officials  
Pray for immigrants Collect shoelaces to send to Mexico  
Worship Change to FairTrade coffee at church  
Adult education at church on 
immigration 

Worship  

 Adult education at church on 
immigration 
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About half of all the suggestions were focused on individual development, such as 

reading the newspaper, keeping alive the spirit of resistance learned at BorderLinks, and 

learning about immigration reform. This self-development focus is overwhelmingly 

apparent in BorderLinks’ Toolkit for Action as well. A mid-2011 version of the fourteen-

page document had four pages dedicated to books, news sources or documentaries and 

two pages dedicated to contact information for organizations working on similar issues.  

Another action suggestion that is quite apparent in Table 4.3, is “sharing your 

story,” whether with home organizations, friends, family, media, or politicians. This is 

actually the default action that BorderLinks encourages most often. It emerges from the 

organization’s long history of “raising awareness” through the testimonials that 

participants are able to give about what they saw during their travel. Towards the end of 

one delegation, the staff leader Janice explained to our group that Borderlinks is for 

“learning stories” to aid in whatever delegation groups do at the “local, national, 

binational” level when they get back home.  

In fact, three more pages of the Toolkit for Action were devoted to helping 

participants tell their story. As the document explains: 

As you re-enter your community, it is the perfect time for storytelling. By 

articulating what you learned during your time on the border through specific and 

intentional stories, you build a bridge from your experience to your community, 

causing others to think about perspectives and people that are often overlooked. 

Indeed, your words and pictures describing those people whose lives are affected 
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by injustice in trade and border policy are a vivid and powerful expression of why 

this trip is important. 

 

This focus is reflected on the organization’s website as well: the one webpage in 

mid-2011 devoted to participants’ actions after their delegation was about sharing the 

story of their travel. BorderLinks wants participants to be strategic in their story-telling, 

aware of the power that this form may have on those hearing. In this vein, the document 

suggests the following:  

 

Put a human face on the impact of trade/border policies…tell names and describe 

places. Be intentional in your language, so as to not cause your listeners to be 

defensive... Refrain from stating harsh generalizations about a certain political 

leader or policy that could immediately lead to an argument. 

 

These suggestions are generally vague. There is no specific story to tell, there is 

no mention of a specific policy to discuss, there are no ready-made facts provided for 

participants to use. This fits with BorderLinks strong non-coercive stance that allows 

space for individual conscience. Even the respectful mode of delivery suggested in the 

above excerpt fits BorderLinks’ overall method.  

As I sat with a group of college students from Sojourner University on the floor of 

the living room at BorderLinks, we began to talk about the idea of giving presentations 

back at their campus. The previous night this delegation group had sat in the darkened 
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cafeteria at the Casa in Mexico having a long conversation about racial separation on 

their campus. Most of the members of this group were non-white and/or born outside the 

United States. During that conversation these students had been quite blunt about the 

racial dynamics on their campus: the social exclusion that non-white students faced, the 

division into different places to party, and the cultural ignorance of many white students. 

In having this conversation, they were reflecting on the concrete reality of their 

institutional context, aware of how entrenched these realities felt.  

When one of the group members first brought up the idea of giving a presentation 

on their BorderLinks experience, the group member Julia replied, “that might raise 

awareness, but the heart is not affected by the presentation.” This comment from Julia 

silently reaffirmed BorderLinks model of probing the heart-knowledge processor from 

experience, but also pointed out the problem of trying to discursively share the fruits of 

that experience in such a way that the audience might have a similar experience. Sue, 

agreeing with Julia’s analysis, replied, “Yeah, people intellectualize it [the topic], then it 

fades” and they don’t think about it or act on afterwards. Julia, thinking about how to 

make the public presentation work, replied: “You gotta get people feeling uncomfortable 

about anything, like what we talked about last night.” Creating discomfort, though, was 

exactly what BorderLinks had not recommended—at least for story-telling. 
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4.6.2 Suggested Specific Action, but From Outside Voices 

One place in a BorderLinks trip where participants are provided with clear action 

scripts is during conversations with the expert heads of local immigrant-rights 

organizations or individuals involved with humanitarian aid groups. A member of No 

More Deaths, a local humanitarian aid organization, often urged college-aged participants 

to return to the border for a week or month to help with saving migrants’ lives in the 

summer months. A speaker from the an environmental organization directly asked 

participants to become involved in its legislative campaign to halt the natural destruction 

caused by wall building along the border. Through direct requests these speakers suggests 

forms of possible action.  

Non-BorderLinks speakers were usually the only source for content-specific 

political discussion. The tables showed that participants had a willingness to contact 

elected politicians or the media, but BorderLinks itself did not provide the clear causal 

frames, sharp messaging, or specific legislative priorities that might be expected of such 

advocacy efforts. Political discussion—of candidates, of legislation—was generally 

circumscribed from BorderLinks staff. For example, on six trips I heard no discussion 

from BorderLinks staff members about high-profile pieces of legislation, such as the 

DREAM Act, which participants could advocate for back in their home districts. Even 

the phrase “comprehensive immigration reform” was not used by BorderLinks staff 

despite its ubiquity in political and journalistic conversation at the time. 
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 This was at first surprising to me, especially as I read the packet of readings 

BorderLinks sent out to participants prior to their arrival. This packet contained historical 

information of border militarization, an overview of “fair trade,” an exposé of immigrant 

working conditions, a snapshot of the for-profit detention industry, and a short article 

about the Dream Act.  

It was also surprising as I learned about the overt political leanings and activist 

backgrounds of many of the BorderLinks delegation leaders. I teased some delegation 

leaders once regarding the separation between their activist selves on their off-duty hours 

and their BorderLinks work. I used the BorderLinks space to show my point—the staff 

members’ office was dominated by a host of politicized banners and posters about 

marches, organizations, political policies, and more. I mentioned to them how 

incongruous the space was, symbolically, with the rest of the BorderLinks building, 

which did not tend to have decorations advocating specific policies or actions. The staff 

seemed aware of this separation, and somewhat burdened by it, but also felt it natural 

given the nature of the organization. On three different occasions I heard staff members 

refer to a limit on any political advocacy by non-profit groups. Not only did this not get 

the legal limit correct, it also failed to distinguish allowable forms of political work that 

were different than electioneering. Political analysis, critique of political figures, policy 

analysis, support of particular policies are all legal territory for a non-profit organization 

like BorderLinks, it just did not do it. 
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Traditionally political discussion, in terms of discussing specific candidates, 

parties, and legislative policies, came up on a BorderLinks trip in one of three ways, all 

by sources outside of the American BorderLinks staff. First, these topics could be 

introduced by participants, though they rarely were. The first delegation I participate in 

arrived within weeks of Barack Obama’s historical election, so there were a few vague 

comments that “things will be different now.” Second, these topics could be introduced 

by speakers. A speaker from an environmental organization described particular pieces of 

legislation that participants could support. During a well-honed public presentation, he 

would portray environmental destruction, discuss the exact legislative bills involved, and 

provide talking points that participants could use with their elected leaders. Finally, these 

topics occasionally came up from Mexicans we met during the week. This happened on a 

number of occasions, whether from migrants, Mexican delegation leaders, or officials of 

Mexican migrant-service organizations. The frankness with which each of these people 

spoke about politics was distinctly different than most moments of a BorderLinks trip. 

 

4.6.3 The Problem of Specificity 

The fracture in BorderLinks’ internal culture is the process from which the 

organizational hope for post-trip action becomes channeled through emphasis on non-

political, emotion-centered discernment. In pointing this fracture out, I am not suggesting 

that BorderLinks participants are upset at this vagueness. Far from it, as the following 

vignette about the organizational dangers of specifying action makes clear. 
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There was one topic on which BorderLinks provided specific action scripts: food. 

Since 2008, a common element of a BorderLinks delegation had been a presentation by a 

BorderLinks staff member about food: BorderLinks’ diet, the food industry, and the 

power of food consumption behavior. This is one of the rare occasions, and the rare topic, 

during the week that a BorderLinks staff member would speak authoritatively, exercising 

expertise and directly suggesting specific actions that participants can do. Notably, this 

presentation was usually not done by the BorderLinks delegation leader a group had 

spent the week with, but instead by a BorderLinks staff member specifically charged with 

food shopping, cooking for groups, and developing the organization’s permaculture 

garden.  

In this presentation, BorderLinks moved to a level of specificity that was unseen 

elsewhere in a delegation trip. The general point made was that a massive food system 

exists, the result of bad government policy, overreaching corporations, and our alienation 

from the food production process. According to BorderLinks, this system affects 

immigration in numerous ways: by undermining Mexican food exports, by increasing the 

demand for farm labor, and by endangering farm land in other countries for meat-raising. 

For future action, participants were sometimes given lists of organic cooperatives in their 

home communities, they were told about the power of their “food dollar,” and were 

encouraged to become active in their own food production.  

This focus on food, particularly the fact that it appears to both crystallize and 

violate some of BorderLinks core elements, provided a window into understanding the 
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tensions regarding future action. The focus on food appeared to crystallize BorderLinks’ 

vision of assisting individuals with discerning future action by offering numerous 

possibilities of what they might do. BorderLinks could help connect the dots to action, 

but it did so in a way that individuals could then choose their own behavior. It also 

crystallized BorderLinks’ vision of the inter-related nature of political and economic 

systems, which know no geographic boundaries. On the other hand, this staff-led talk 

with specific interpretations violated the organizational goal to be guides, instead of 

being expert leaders. It also violated the style of having outside experts as the generators 

of detailed action ideas. The BorderLinks staff presenters who spoke authoritatively 

about food seemed aware of this tension. When giving the presentation to a group one 

time, Beatrice made sure to say to the group that “I’m not an expert,” three different 

times referring to the fact that she had “read about” these topics in specific books. She 

was deferring to an authority outside of herself, one the participants could engage on their 

own if they wanted. 

Intriguingly, this organizational focus elicited the most negative feedback from 

participants that I encountered during the trip. This appeared to be especially the case 

with groups who, because of geographical region, age, or political leaning, were not 

hospitably oriented towards major changes in diet. One group of participants in their 

evaluations after the trip commented that they felt they had been preached to, a rather 

serious charge given BorderLinks’ overall model. Not incidentally, this group was from a 

Southern state where the possibility of alternative food practices amidst mass production 

food processing facilities was difficult to swallow. Other participants expressed 
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frustration with the imposition of vegetarianism during the course of the trip. One group 

that felt this way, a seminary that drew individuals with rural backgrounds, expressed 

relief to finally make it to Mexico—because they could get meat in their food!  

What is the overall effect of BorderLinks’ navigation of vagueness and 

specificity? First, BorderLinks continued its educational pedagogy by orienting 

participants to develop their own vision of future action. Importantly, it does this through 

a focus on heart knowledge, which prioritizes experience, individuality, and personal 

feelings. The ideal portrayal of this heart knowledge was sharing a story. As participants 

considered this, they hoped that it might affect listeners similar to how the BorderLinks 

experience had affected the now testimonial-sharer. The hope was that this retelling could 

move listeners’ hearts towards a concern for migrant suffering and borderland injustice. 

Second, BorderLinks indirectly used outside experts to draw participants towards more 

specific methods, particularly regarding certain types of political actions. Third, 

BorderLinks implicitly removed a realm of possible actions from deeper consideration by 

participants, particularly political actions. Participants could leave BorderLinks with a 

deeper understanding of the spider web of systemic injustice that causes the suffering of 

migrant, but participants became “stuck” on some of the particular threads in that web, 

pursuing some avenues of action that appeared legitimate, but not others.  
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4.7 Why BorderLinks is the Way it is 

Why does BorderLinks organizational culture work this way?  What explains the 

practices of putting its ideals into action, as well as the resulting fractures? This chapter 

has generally focused on the internal reasons for the practices and fractures of 

BorderLinks, with attention to the influence of the movement culture at its founding. 

Here, I discuss three other, mostly external, factors that contribute to the cultural shape of 

BorderLinks.  

The first shaping force is BorderLinks’ staff, particularly their own experience 

with experiential immersion learning as a form of action. Among the American staff, 

most are well-educated, bilingual, young adults, many of whom come from religious 

communities. As a temporary job, many of the BorderLinks staff are on the same journey 

of understanding that participants are: trying to discern how to live their commitments to 

the border through their personal and work lives. One effect of this is a focus on 

individual “understanding” and personal life-decisions as the predominant activity for 

redress of what participants have seen.  

The second shaping force is the other organizations in the field of short-term 

international immersion travel. The staff of BorderLinks is aware of the dominant forms 

of international travel, especially short-term mission trips and tourism, consciously 

referring to them to situate their own work. BorderLinks’ relationship to other short-term 

international immersion travel organizations is one of ideological differentiation. In the 

eyes of BorderLinks, those organizations do not address the roots of international social 
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issues, they create dependency, they treat international partners inequitably, and they 

express a colonialist vision of religion. This effects BorderLinks to not be aggressive or 

coercive.  

The third shaping force is the collection of feeder organizations that provide the 

stream of participants for BorderLinks’ trips. Though there are differences among feeder 

organizations that will be explored in other chapters, one impact on BorderLinks comes 

from the meaning of learning and politics among these organizations. The main effect of 

feeder organizations is to reinforce a stance of pragmatic neutrality that focuses on 

listening and understanding over judging or pontificating.  

 

4.7.1 Staff: Built-in Biographical Influence 

American delegation leaders are mostly white persons in their young to late 

twenties from middle class backgrounds. There are exceptions to this rule. For example, 

there were two religious professionals with substantial foreign work experience. Still, the 

large majority of BorderLinks’ American delegation leaders are young adults, still setting 

out on career paths for their future. 

American delegation leaders only work a few years at most for BorderLinks, with 

yearly turnover common and accepted. The official history of BorderLinks reflects the 

biographical age range of this work: the organization has always drawn young adults at 

periods of transition as they sought their life course  and love possibilities, as a running 

count of BorderLinks-originated couples illustrates (Gill 1999; Gill 2004a). A partnership 
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with the post-graduate yearlong volunteer program of the PCUSA builds in turnover to 

BorderLinks. BorderLinks has also had seminarians intern as part of their training for a 

year.  

Whether they stay a year or more, work experience at BorderLinks can be 

parlayed into graduate school applications and other positions with non-profit 

organizations in the area. The history of BorderLinks is peppered with people on their 

way to graduate school or seminary (Gill 1999). The nearby University of Arizona, and 

other local non-profit organizations, often became the destinations for staff members who 

left BorderLinks to pursue graduate studies or other types of border-related work.  

What appears to influences BorderLinks’ internal culture is the youth of 

American staff and their personal backgrounds. When I spoke with American delegation 

leaders about how they ended up working with BorderLinks, many of them mentioned 

formative experiences in progressive educational and/or religious environments. 

Overwhelmingly, they were familiar with experiential immersion in their own personal 

history, often having travelled through immersion programs to various global locales. 

During interviews, American delegation leaders recounted their own short-term 

transnational experiences in a way that suggested that BorderLinks was the ideal location 

to continue a mode of social action and an interest in immigration issues.  

This experience with experiential immersion learning through educational and 

religious organizations prepared them to appreciate BorderLinks’ approach to 

experiential immersion education. By the time American staff arrived at BorderLinks, 
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most had become “experts” in this mode of social action that prioritizes non-coercive, 

experiential learning over the expertise of mere book knowledge. Working at 

BorderLinks is not simply about commitment to an issue, but a specific way of imagining 

the transformation of an issue.   

Working at BorderLinks was not like working at a nine-to-five job. Staff 

members work for a week (or more) at a time, nearly 24 hours a day, when trips are being 

led. When they are “off duty,” most BorderLinks staff were intricately connected to a mix 

of local religious communities, humanitarian aid organizations, immigrant rights protests, 

and sustainable living cooperatives. There was a seamlessness between what they did 

“for a living” and how they lived. More precisely, the staff would not make that 

distinction. This mentality is reminiscent of some studies of social activists which show 

profound attempts to integrate all aspects of life (job, “free time,” worship, romantic 

partners) into an identity oriented towards social change (McAdam 1989). This lifestyle 

approach, and particularly its emphasis on issues like immigration that is not personally 

injurious to the BorderLinks American staff, reflects a form of social movement that 

increased markedly in the 1980’s in advanced capitalist economies (Melucci 1996). One 

characteristic of such contemporary social movements, according to Melucci (1996: 102), 

is the challenge of “the modern separation between the public and private.” BorderLinks 

American staff understand their work as a way to make this unity of identity a reality. 

Notably, though, the collective identity achieved through connection to BorderLinks is 

temporary and individual. While staff members were linked by similar backgrounds and 

similar commitment to issues of immigration, they were likely to pursue different life 
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courses and live in geographical communities. This individuality was not necessarily 

destructive of their lifestyle activism (Lichterman 1996), but it did give it a distinctly 

modern hue. 

So how do these characteristics of BorderLinks’ American staff influence the 

organization? Primarily, there is a “fit,” a shared understanding about appropriate activist 

behaviors and sensibilities, between BorderLinks and American staff members who are 

drawn to work with the organization. The organization does not have to convince staff 

members of a particular approach to immigration issues since, after all, prospective staff 

members have been practicing this approach in their own lives (Desmond 2007). 

Secondarily, the American BorderLinks staff members were quite similar to the 

participants on BorderLinks trips. This similarity made BorderLinks’ seem comfortable 

to participants, but it also deepened patterns of expertise and guide inequality detailed in 

this chapter. Most American staff were not symbolically or demographically distant from 

most participants. Notably, most staff persons and most participants were white. The 

grounding of immigration as an ethic issue was absent for both. The American staff 

members are a template for what life might look like as college students pursue their 

interest in social justice after college graduation. The American staff leaders were 

exemplars for what a life committed to social justice could “look like,” since after all 

many participants “looked like” the staff leaders.  I witnessed participants become taken 

with delegation leaders, publicly using them as examples for what their own post-college 

life could look like. There is a libinal dimension to this attention as well (Goodwin 1997). 
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On at least two occasions, I saw participants becoming interested in not just the work of 

BorderLinks, but the workers of BorderLinks, impressed by the talented, well-spoken, 

unmarried individuals leading the trips. This attention to and identification with 

American BorderLinks staff reproduced the focus on them as experts as well as increases 

the inequality between the American and Mexican guides. Through international travel 

experiences, demographic backgrounds, and education, the American delegation leaders 

had made experiential travel and lifestyle activism part of their identity. Many 

BorderLinks participants were intrigued by this, making the American staff persons’ 

identities a focus of the trip.  

 

4.7.2 The Field of International Short-term Immersion Travel Organizations 

The second shaping force influenced BorderLinks through a process of resource 

competition and cultural differentiation within the field of short-term immersion travel 

organizations. Here, I draw on insights from field theory to help understand how the 

contestation over resources and the meaning of immersion travel shape some of 

BorderLinks practices. Field theory has been important in organizational sociology over 

the last decade, with a number of major theoretical statements offered in recent years 

(Emirbayer and Johnson 2008; Fligstein and McAdam 2011; Martin 2003; Sallaz and 

Zavisca 2007).  

The most useful way to understand this simultaneous processes is through 

conceptualizing BorderLinks’ location in a field of organizations who provide similar 
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types of transnational travel services. The field of short-term international immersion 

travel includes organizations and the contestation between organizations about the 

appropriate way to interact with the world beyond the United States.  

From its founding in the 1970’s (recounted in the opening chapter), a double-

differentiation has driven this field. First, the field as a whole has been struggling for 

emergence (Fligstein and McAdam 2011) as a coherent field of international travel 

separate from tourism. The field has done so by generating distinct organizations, 

motivations, and behaviors (Howell 2010; Livemore 2006). BorderLinks is a part of this 

struggle. During an interview for a national religious news source in 1994, the founding 

director of BorderLinks made a statement that all organizations in the field would agree 

with: Rick Ufford-Chase said, “’We are not a tourism office’” (Martinez 1994). 

A second differentiation involves the internal relationships between short-term 

immersion travel organizations that are competing over the proper way to be different 

than tourism. This is fundamentally about the rules of the game for short-term immersion 

travel (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992). BorderLinks is best understood as a challenger in 

the overall field, articulating a distinct position that is in contrast to where most of the 

resources and understandings are located (Fligstein and McAdam 2011). Its “position-

taking” includes its claims to be “correctly” or “justly” fostering transnational interaction 

(Emirbayer and Johnson 2008). The position-taking of BorderLinks involves articulating 

certain ideas about the purpose of international travel and the role of travel in social 

change. When BorderLinks makes these claims, it is admitting presence of the field, 
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admitting that at any given moment there are various social change logics that exist in the 

field of short-term immersion travel. These logics are embedded in and reproduced by the 

other organizations in the field, but also through the expectations of participants seeking 

to travel internationally. The field is overwhelmingly oriented towards travel that is 

evangelical and/or provides services to residents of foreign countries (Priest et al. 2006). 

BorderLinks challenges the field through its self-definition about how to do immersion 

travel and why to do immersion travel. 

In the semi-official organizational history of BorderLinks, Gill (2004a: 152) 

writes, “The entire BorderLinks enterprise is a far cry from the usual approaches to 

crossing the border, which generally involve short-term mission trips aimed at lending a 

helping hand to needy people or leading tourist visits to beachside resorts.” This 

argument notes the differentiation of BorderLinks from tourism and, in a sly manner, 

simultaneously attempts to de-legitimize the “mission trip” approach by lumping it in 

with tourism. Among the American delegation leaders, the argument for BorderLinks’ 

distinct form of short-term travel and experiential education is also done in reference to 

other types of international travel. In follow-up interview with participants they, too, 

constructed BorderLinks as different than other types of travel. 

One way the field of short-term immersion travel affects BorderLinks is its 

ongoing work to represents itself. BorderLinks’ website and promotional materials offer 

numerous explanations for the coherency of its vision. Two themes re-occur in these 

explanations, both of which serve to re-focus the organization its internal culture. First, 
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the explanations usually include a neo-colonialist critique of international mission trip 

activity, using concepts such as avoiding dependency, nurturing solidarity, and promoting 

transnational equality. Second, the explanations suggest that the appropriate action during 

immersion travel is, ironically, no action at all. This has the effect of re-affirming the 

stages of See-Think-Act, as well as the various fractures that occur in these stages. In 

contrast to other forms of short-term immersion travel, BorderLinks develops a sense of 

travel time that is not completed through the act of travel. The avoidance of action during 

the trip pressures participants to extend their response to the experience internally and 

into the future, hence the important of introducing participants to the heart-knowledge 

processor. 

While the position-taking activity of BorderLinks may suggest a certain 

ideological purity, the resource dynamics of a field demand a certain flexibility in the 

organization’s work. A field can involve both processes of both differentiation and 

cooperation, particular when it comes to financial resources. Fligstein and McAdam 

(2011) suggest that challengers in a field, despite their image of strong differentiation, 

will engage in various resource strategies as a way to obtain material goods while 

continuing their symbolic differentiation with other actors in the field. An isolated 

resource niche could lead to death, so a challenger is likely to engage in cooperative 

activity that is contrary to its primary identity. 

As we have seen, BorderLinks has struggled with resources recent years. There is 

the possibility that groups, particularly groups that are not “sold” on the BorderLinks 
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model as the only way to travel internationally, will cancel their BorderLinks reservations 

and go elsewhere. In response, BorderLinks engages in ongoing negotiating activity and 

has built some flexibility into its programs. For example, BorderLinks staff members 

must negotiate the tourism-inspired, “package” mentality that inquiring groups 

sometimes act out of. Staff members perceive that group leaders are upset when changes 

to trip itineraries occur or, even worse, when the trip experience does not live up previous 

BorderLinks trips. In these case, BorderLinks trip leaders explain the special challenges 

of BorderLinks’ approach, soothing delegation leaders while sharing the emotional 

frustration with their fellow delegation leaders or the friendly ears of the ethnographer. 

One way BorderLinks has built in flexibility to its programs in order to gain 

recourses is by trying to sell its vision to inquiring groups that may be more familiar with 

the mission-trip model of short-term travel.. BorderLinks staff report using initial 

contacts as an educational opportunity to explain to groups why the mission trip approach 

is problematic. But BorderLinks will also attempt to meet these groups “half way,” 

bending its approach to keep groups coming. Over the course of 2009, at least six 

different delegations included service work activities, something that is generally outside 

of BorderLinks’ approach. This usually meant volunteering at feeding programs in 

Nogales or Tucson. 

BorderLinks has also responded cautiously to other local programs that appear to 

provide similar services to its own. For example, BorderLinks has partnered with 

organizations from the PCUSA and Roman Catholic Church to support their initiatives to 
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host short-term immersion trips. So far, the PCUSA program appears to have remained 

small enough to avoid any real resource competition with BorderLinks. The Roman 

Catholic program was just emerging as I completed my fieldwork in 2009, so it is unclear 

whether it will draw off groups from BorderLinks. 

One effect of the field of short-term immersion organizations is to deepen 

BorderLinks’ rhetorical commitment to its distinctive internal culture, which includes the 

non-coercive, experiential, discursive encounter with the border. Another effect is to 

recommit to an elongated view of action response, which prioritizes the heart-knowledge 

processor and individual discernment. 

 

4.7.3 Feeder Organizations: Resources and Legitimacy 

The final external shaping forces is the collection of feeder organizations that 

send participants to BorderLinks. The focus here is directly on the organizations that 

supply participants (and resources) BorderLinks. The organizations that supply 

participants to BorderLinks do so generally out of a deep respect for BorderLinks’ vision 

of experiential education, as well as its long reputation for providing access to border 

communities, experts, and knowledge that would otherwise be inaccessible. Feeder 

organizations would not send individuals to BorderLinks if they did not agree with the 

overall approach of BorderLinks, if they did not feel as if the internal culture of 

BorderLinks resonated with the internal culture of their own organizations. This 
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resonance does not mean identical similarity, and it is the difference between the internal 

culture of feeder organizations and BorderLinks’ internal culture that shapes it. 

There are two ideal types of organizations that send participants to BorderLinks—

educational and religious. Both of these types of organizations share three broad 

characteristics. First, overt engagement of politics is a sensitive boundary that is 

patrolled, such that out-and-out political speech in the name of the organization is 

generally concerned an illegitimate activity. Second, these organizations exist for 

purposes other than social movement involvement. Because of this, participants planning 

to participate in a BorderLinks delegation must articulate to internal audiences how such 

participation (and use of organizational resources) aligns with organizational goals and 

values. BorderLinks must be seen as not just an activist outfit. This was actually a 

problem the Highlander Folk School encountered during the course of it history: the 

organization was symbolically read as activist, despite its educational self-orientation, 

because of a public perception that educators were connected to schools. Hence, people 

such as Highlander staff, not being connected to schools, were activists (Horton et al. 

1990). Third, both educational and religious organizations generally respect individual 

decisions involving social and political issues, placing individual conscience and 

discernment as high values.  

The vision of BorderLinks’ internal culture appears to overwhelmingly align with 

these sensitivities from feeder organizations. Still, participation in BorderLinks can 

actually be a tough sell for groups lobbying their feeder organizations, since 
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BorderLinks’ public image and rhetoric approach the difficult institutional boundaries 

just described. BorderLinks’ unique form of travel requires explanation to the 

organizational audience that is familiar with dominant forms, such as alternative spring 

breaks or mission trips. Oftentimes group leaders must be able to make a case to their 

feeder organization that goes something like this: BorderLinks investigates political 

issues without being political, they encourage social activism without advocating only 

one strategy, and they inspire individuals without heavily determining the content or 

direction of that inspiration. BorderLinks is not too political, not too activist, not too 

religion, and educational just enough. This description may be useful to legitimate a 

BorderLinks trip to feeder organization internal audiences, but it also means that 

explaining the trip to prospective participants can be difficult to do. 

BorderLinks is far enough removed from the most familiar forms of international 

travel that group leaders have do work to recruit prospective participants. Among 

congregation members, it is sometimes difficult to generate interest in a topic that is not 

quite a foreign trip and does not require the participants to “do” anything. A member of 

the group with St. Michael’s Church commented midway through the trip that he had 

packed wrong, thinking of the numerous service trips he had done with the church 

instead. The result of this is that he had heavier jeans, work boots, and even a Leatherman 

tool with him—none of which were needed during a BorderLinks delegation. 

Among college groups, professors recounted their struggles in convincing fellow 

faculty members and university administrators that this was a legitimate educational 
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activity, despite not being equivalent to a traditional study abroad trip. College groups 

would often come as part of attempts to incorporate experiential learning into the 

collegiate environment. Dana, a professor on one trip, remarked during the course of a 

desert hike that this is exactly the sort of “transformative education” she wanted to be 

doing. She noted that her institution was “behind the curve” in supporting this, even 

though she made the case that “this isn’t service-learning, but it’s that idea of going 

beyond the books” which her university supported. This sort of experiential learning, 

while a critical supplement to the typical collegiate education, needed to appear 

legitimate in the eyes of other professors, deans, and vice presidents on a campus to 

continue. So, ironically, there is an expectation among these college groups to have an 

experience that, while not classically academic, is academic enough. This dynamic 

encourages participants to look forward to expertise in the form of BorderLinks staff.  

The many talks that participants hear during a trip are broadly educational, so 

BorderLinks would seem to have no problem walking the line between education and 

activism. BorderLinks experiences a pressure to provide enough “content” for 

educational groups, but this puts the staff in a strange position. This pressure works at 

cross purposes with BorderLinks’ internal culture since the organization’s staff can end 

up being emphasized as experts. For example, BorderLinks offers some role-playing skits 

to discuss immigration and global economic relationships. Participants on trips that did 

not know much about international economics found them helpful, and found it to be 

evidence of the “educational” nature of BorderLinks. On the other hand, participants on 
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trips from feeder organization classes on the economics of migration or globalization too 

simplistic, not expert enough.   

Another impact that feeder organizations have is that they have already provided 

participants with an unspoken legitimacy to the norm of leadership by experts. Most 

groups come from organizations that tend to have models of leadership-by-experts, 

whether this is a professor in the classroom or a pastor in a pulpit. As I have noted above, 

delegation leaders seem to be experts: they come from backgrounds that include 

international travel, fluency in Spanish and, for most of them, an academic degree that 

includes some level of study about immigration, globalization, U.S. imperialism in Latin 

America, or liberation theology. Student participants from colleges and universities 

especially regenerate the expertise dynamic. BorderLinks trip leaders are sometimes 

surprised at how the pattern of theoretical discussion seen in a college classroom can 

become a part of the BorderLinks experience. When this happens, the expertise of the trip 

leader may become more sought out, though trip leaders often worry about falling too 

quickly into promoting “head knowledge” associated with typical education 

environments, which they think may prevent people from deeply connection and acting 

on this experience. This can lead BorderLinks delegation leaders to further emphasize the 

“heart processor.” 

Finally, feeder organizations’ strong respect for individual autonomy, particular 

regarding political issues and life course decisions, influences how BorderLinks inspires 

action. BorderLinks is an alternative institution that participants can use to explore 
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actions and logics that are not legitimate in their own organizational domain. Group 

leaders say that BorderLinks is more authentic, meaningful and transformative than their 

traditional environments. However, as seen, BorderLinks feels constrained to the type of 

actions it can suggest. BorderLinks is legitimate to groups from these organizational 

types precisely because it is non-partisan and neutral. Groups can tell their organizations 

they are taking participants to a place that is not activist, in the sense of having a pre-

determined ideology or set of action scripts. The difficulty here is that participants often 

want BorderLinks to be clearer, to provide ideas of actions to take home. Indeed, by the 

end of the BorderLinks trip, it is not uncommon for participants to be slightly frustrated 

by what have seen at the border and to be searching for ways to “do something.”   

The dance that BorderLinks does with organizations around its internal culture is 

motivated in some way by the need for financial resources. Feeder organizations greatly 

affect the flow of resources to the organization. The resource flow into BorderLinks is 

punctuated by the high travel times in the month of January, spring break, and early 

summer. These periods all coincide with space in academic calendars during which 

students are able to leave from their campuses. BorderLinks’ capacity is limited by its 

sleeping space, the number of its vans, and the number of staff, but it uses these peak 

periods for sustenance. Reservations for these peak periods are accepted over a year in 

advance. When a reservation is made, BorderLinks takes a small deposit—usually 

$500—which will not be returned if the trip is cancelled past a certain date. Cancellation 

of a trip at any point is a major financial problem for the organization. A five-day trip of 

10 participants traveling at the cost of $125/day means $6250 of lost income.  There is 
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almost no way for BorderLinks to fill a space that is vacated within about three months of 

the actual trip. 

During 2008-2010, cancellations became so frequent that BorderLinks was in 

some level of financial jeopardy (though the organization was careful to temper this 

reality to its many local and national supporters). Beginning in the late 2008, drug-related 

violence increased throughout Mexico in general, but was particularly graphic and 

extensive at some border cities. Though relatively peaceful compared to border cities 

such Ciudad Juarez and Tijuana, the frequency and intensity of violence in Nogales did 

rise. The whiff of Mexican violence in national news coverage was enough to turn groups 

away. BorderLinks notified groups of State Department warnings which, ironically, at 

that time did not call for an end to travel to Mexico. BorderLinks staff also had extensive 

conversation with group leaders about their perceptions of the situation in Nogales. I 

interviewed the leaders of three different groups that cancelled their weeklong 

delegations during this time period. Each group leader said they trusted BorderLinks 

reading of the border situation but were prevented from taking a group due to the liability 

concerns of university administration.  

In an attempt to retain groups, BorderLinks made some major changes to its 

programs. For three of the twenty-four weeklong delegations in the summer of 2009, 

there were no crossings into Mexico. BorderLinks worked to recruit speakers and 

activities that could provide the content that participants would have heard in Mexico, 

without the appearance of danger in crossing to Mexico. For other groups, BorderLinks 
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shifted the main location of Mexican visits to a more rural portion of the border in Agua 

Prieta, across the international boundary from Douglas, Arizona. During 2010, over half 

of all trips were not going into Mexico, though in 2011 there was some change.  

By early 2010, most staff had been reduced to less than fulltime and also accepted 

salary cuts. Salary cuts, though, had unequal effects, mirroring some of the difficult 

inequalities evidenced by the fractures in trip leading between American and Mexican 

staff. While it had long been the policy to pay different gross amounts of salary to 

Mexican and American staff based on differential costs of living, the periods without pay 

or lower pay have been more difficult for Mexican staff to weather. Mexican staff 

members, for whom working at BorderLinks is not a short stage on a path to a future 

career, reported worrying about whether they could continue with BorderLinks. If left 

uncorrected, this state of affairs would have been disastrous for BorderLinks, but is also 

provides a sense of how external forces shape BorderLinks in large and influential ways. 

 

4.8 Conclusion: Not Quite… 

BorderLinks is continuing a decades-long, unique approach to inspiring people 

into long-distance concern and action for immigration injustice. Despite its uniqueness, 

this organizational case provides insight into how internal organizational culture is 

shaped, how fractures in practice occur despite the best intentions, and how transnational 

social action can develop in ways that look very different than dominant forms of social 

movement or short-term mission trip activity. BorderLinks’ roots in the 1980’s-era 
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Sanctuary Movement and progressive religious culture make it open to a form of 

politicized religiosity that has contours which emphasize embodied experience, prioritize 

the voices of “real people” who have suffered, and encourages heart-centered 

discernment of action. The organization tries to get participants to See-Think-Act. As we 

have seen, the practice of these deep ideals, though, encounters fractures which result in 

participant focus on staff as experts; a pragmatic organizational neutrality that censors 

some religious language and downplays overt political talk; an end-product of 

complexified understanding; and individualized expectation of action that may never 

occur. These fractures point up the reality that organizations like this are shaped by 

broader forces which are both beyond the control of the organization and shape the 

organization to fit new historical moments, new fields of social action, and new 

participants. 

I occasionally thought of BorderLinks during my field work as “not quite.” Not 

quite activist, not quite political, not quite religious. In being “not quite” any of these 

analytical categories, though, BorderLinks is actually showing that the meaning of these 

terms is malleable, able to be shaped into different formations. At BorderLinks, they have 

been shaped into a very specific cultural formation that feeder organizations and 

participants experience as legitimate. In this way, BorderLinks is actually staking out a 

particular space of transnational action and inviting persons into that space whom may 

have either never entered that space or done so in a different way, such as through 

mission trips. In creating this space, BorderLinks is encountering and crossing the 

boundaries and expectations of what organizations are supposed to look like. An  

308



 

 

ideological source of BorderLinks’ work, Myles Horton, discussed a similar problem, the 

tension between education and activism that he encountered in the course of his work at 

the Highlander Folk School (Bell et al. 1990). Because his organization was not neutral, 

in the sense that it encouraged participants to confront social injustice, the work was not 

viewed as educational. But his organization was also not political in the simple sense of 

pushing a slate of candidates with packaged solutions for social change. 

 The cultural fractures at BorderLinks show the difficulty in translating a vision of 

social action into practice. Any such organization runs into difficulties, but the particular 

shape of those difficulties helps us to understand how culture works, the range of 

experiences participants have, and the influence such an organization has on the future of 

participants.   
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5. MAKING MIGRANT SUFFERING ONE’S OWN: STRATEGIES OF 
RELATIONAL AND IMAGINATIVE SOLIDARITY 

 

“What moves activists, in other words, is not necessarily a local or national community, 
but feelings of solidarity for vaguely defined and widely dispersed victims of invisible 
social forces” (Eyerman 2006: 205). 

 

As transnational social movements and advocacy networks have grown in recent 

decades, so too have claims about the potential of transnational relationships to motivate 

involvement by travelers in distant-issue movements (Guidry et al. 2000; Keck and 

Sikkink 1998; Nepstad 2001; Nepstad 2004; Nepstad and Smith 1999; Rucht 2000; Smith 

1996; Smith 2004). During short-term international immersion trips participants 

encounter conditions of social suffering, dialogue with foreign “Others,” and become 

emotionally committed to new relationships. The outcomes of these transnational 

interactions are often interpreted by both activists and scholars through the concept of 

solidarity (Bandy 2004; Nepstad 2004; Olesen 2005).  

As I show in this chapter, though, the process of transnational solidarity formation 

is more difficult than most scholarship suggests. By observing transnational interactions I 

argue that numerous strategies for solidarity formation exist and that these strategies 

influence immersion travelers in markedly different ways. Strategies of solidarity are the 

routines used during transnational contact to establish a personalized relationship and an 

authentic sense of the life conditions and suffering of “others.”  Relational strategies of 

solidarity prioritize face-to-face interaction with migrants, while imaginative strategies of 
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solidarity prioritize bodily simulation of migrants’ experiences. Together, strategies of 

solidarity attempt to produce an experience for travelers of what immigration must 

“really be like.”  During the course of a week, participants on trips organized by 

BorderLinks engage in an amalgam of these two solidarity strategies, one evening talking 

with migrants about their journey through the desert, the next day themselves hiking 

through the desert. These two strategies of solidarity are co-existent during immersion 

travel, but confront different hurdles, engage divergent aspects of human personhood, 

produce contrasting long-term outcomes, and reveal tensions in the theoretical 

justifications of immersion travel as a form of mobilization. Why do the experiences of 

relational and imaginative solidarity differ during international immersion travel?  What 

do these differences among solidarity strategies mean for the role of solidarity in various 

forms of transnational social action? 

A claim of BorderLinks is that immersion travel raises awareness about a social 

justice issue like immigration much more effectively than the impersonal, information-

laden sources of books, classes, or media (what we might call informational solidarity). 

According to BorderLinks, immersion travel participants encounter social injustice with 

their own minds and bodies in the borderlands where the drama of immigration is most 

evident. The goal is to produce a qualitative relationship with “others” in which 

participants understand the life conditions of migrants, feel a bond, and are motivated to 

act on their behalf.  
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BorderLinks participants go to great lengths to encounter the border this way, 

committed to the efficacy of this style of transnational involvement. After all, they could 

have learned about the border from numerous books or movies. BorderLinks’ emphasis 

on face-to-face dialogue, across the hurdles of language, class, race, religion and 

nationality reveals a Habermasian faith that, out of a babble of voices, participants will be 

able to hear positions, weigh claims, and eventually decide their views about the border 

(Habermas 1984 [1981]).23  Participants share this faith, coming as they do from religious 

and educational institutions that prioritize openness, dialogue, and non-coercive political 

conversation. Through eating dinner with migrants and listening to their accounts, the 

interactive routines of relational solidarity come alive.    

 BorderLinks also uses a second strategy for introducing participants to the border. 

It is relatively unarticulated compared to the first strategy. In this strategy, BorderLinks 

uses activities that simulate how Mexicans survive poverty and how migrants survive the 

desert crossing. The unstated logic behind this strategy is that simulation can produce a 

bodily experience that fills participants’ imagination with an authentic sense of 

understanding. Alongside a Habermasian faith, then, BorderLinks nurtures a 

transnational, imagined community (Anderson 2006). According to this strategy, if 

participants can mimic the life activities of Mexicans or migrants, then a chasm of 

difference in life conditions can be bridged.  

                                                 
23 I thank Ron Breiger for the felicitous phrase of a Habermasian faith, particularly astute given Habermas’ 
recent dialogue with religious traditions as a component of the civil sphere. 
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 From participation observation with six different groups during immersion travel, 

and follow-up interviews with participants, I show that the challenges to relational 

solidarity formation between well-meaning BorderLinks participants and migrants are 

formidable. Relational solidarity generates experiences that are fractured for participants. 

Because of the difficulty of cross-cultural situational footings and the discursive 

cognitive work involved to rescue interactions, relational solidarity stunts a strong, 

emotional connection to borderland injustice. According to participants, migrants were 

difficult to speak with, their personal stories were complicated, and the interactions 

surfaced uncomfortable emotions. From strategies of relational solidarity participants do 

not walk away with a condensed symbol of injustice or emotional commitment. Instead, 

participants carry away the image and story of migrants’ faces, which remind participants 

of having once seen suffering along the border.    

On the other hand, strategies of imaginative solidarity overcome the hurdles faced 

by relational solidarity. Strategies of imaginative solidarity can condense meanings and 

generate an embodied authority regarding the conditions of migration which participants 

can share back home. One strategy of solidarity—desert hikes—also generates “evoking 

symbols” brought to life from found migrant artifacts. In a striking example of symbol 

creation, evoking symbols sustain participant emotion, memories, and moral judgments 

over a long period of time. 

My ethnographic comparison of these strategies challenges idealized research 

about transnational solidarity and provides evidence of why solidarity can be so often 
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difficult to achieve. Table 5.1 provides an overview of the aspects that are addressed for 

each solidarity strategy. This chapter suggests how the cultural creativity experienced 

during imaginative solidarity—when “Others” are not involved—may better produce 

what relational solidarity has often been purported to do. I conclude by suggesting how 

this evidence warns against idealized understandings of solidarity within transnational 

social movements. 

Table 5.1 Characteristics of Solidarity Strategies 

 
Relational Solidarity Imaginative Solidarity 

Unstated Theory of 
Solidarity Strategy 

Jurgen Habermas: 
understanding via discourse 

Benedict Anderson: 
connection through 

imagination 

Authenticity Problem for 
Participants 

Distrust; Misrecognition Simulacra 

Method of Authenticity 
Rescue 

Various 
Focus on Sensation and 

Space 

Cognitive Experience for 
Participants 

Complexifying Simplifying 

Emotional Experience Confusing Focusing 

Residual Effects 
Reminder of the Migrant 

Face 
Embodied Experience 
and Evoking Symbols 

      

 

 

314



 

 

5.1 Initial Evidence of a Split in the Experience of Solidarity 

Eight to twelve months after travelling with them to Mexico, I interviewed 

BorderLinks participants about their post-trip activities as well as their memories from 

the trip itself. Halfway through each interview, if participants had not already mentioned 

it, I asked participants how they would describe the interactions they had with migrants. 

Paul, an aspiring minister from a rural Southern state, said: 

“They’re just like us. A lot them were dads, trying to take care of their kids. I did 
not see the arrogance that so many people [in his home state] talk about. I saw a 
lot of men, and women too, who were just trying to feed their family.” 

On the same trip, Derek, an African-American with a history of community 

organizing, shared similarly: 

“I really felt, I really was aware of my own sense of privilege. Yeah, kind of an 
unwarranted sense of privilege that I certainly enjoy, on a global level … 
[Migrants] expressed a lot of the same qualities that I would hold in a high regard: 
humility, hope, some type of faith or a belief in God … They were just very, very 
human.” 

During Paul and Derek’s trip, their group was able to talk with immigrants on two 

occasions, during a stop at a nightly feeding program and during a stay at Albuerge de Fe 

y Assistencia (AFA). At these two stops participants had short amounts of time, fifteen 

minutes at the most, to converse with migrants. From these few, short interactions, 

participants came away with rudimentary conceptions of human commonality despite 

global difference, generating one version of cosmopolitanism (Ossewaarde 2007).  

These are the sorts of outcomes suggested by scholarship that emphasizes the 

benefits of relational solidarity (Nepstad 2004; Olesen 2005). Indeed, Paul and Derek 
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both came with a seminary class that emphasized cross-class and cross-race relationships. 

As Wuthnow (1991) has argued, the spiritual importance of compassionate interactions 

between members of different classes in American society is deeply rooted in religious 

narratives.  Derek and Paul were familiar with models of relational solidarity, such as 

Oscar Romero, whom had provided a relationship template for activists in the Central 

American Peace Movement (Nepstad 2004). Paul and Derek’s conclusion about the 

universality of humanity was also in line with a normative universalism common to 

various strands of religious, political, and popular thought. Their conclusion that migrants 

are “very, very human” reproduces a conception of globalization that Hannerz calls a 

global gemeinschaft (1996). In this interpretation of globalization, the world is a village 

and people are overwhelmingly similar by virtue of being human beings. In this brief 

example, relational interactions seem relatively unproblematic and even inspirational. 

Despite these comments and despite a strong ideological emphasis on 

personalistic relations within border-related movements (Hondagneu-Sotelo 2007), 

relational interactions with migrants were more often recalled with frustration by 

BorderLinks participants. Though most participants agreed that migrant interactions were 

an important part of the trip, the interactions themselves were often difficult. During 

follow-up interviews with participants I asked each participant: “Was there an activity 

that was particularly difficult at all?”  Doris, a middle-aged female with a history of 

social justice work in Latin America, explained: 

Yeah, I’d say that what was most difficult for me was approaching strangers and 
speaking with migrants who were clearly in very vulnerable positions, and feeling 
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a little bit, you know, ‘This is out of my comfort level.’  And understanding in 
some ways [that] they [migrants] wanted to speak with people, they wanted 
witnesses, they wanted to tell their story. 

Later in the same interview, I asked, “Could you describe the interactions with migrants?  

What sorts of things did you learn from them?”  Doris replied that the interactions 

were extremely valuable … For me, the human interaction was definitely an 
important part of the trip… I don’t know that I would’ve felt as strongly about 
some of the other moments without that human interaction, but it [migrant 
interaction] is sort of like the seasoning—the salt and pepper—it’s a horrible 
metaphor, sort of like….nothing that I learned from the migrants themselves was 
particularly shocking, or revealing, or stayed with me. It was important to listen to 
them and hear different stories, but it wasn’t the thing that, you know, stayed with 
me and captured my imagination. 

For Doris, who is fluent in Spanish, the interactions were awkward beyond the 

constraints of language. Wilbur, a social-justice minded Asian-American college student, 

also recalled these moments of relational solidarity as emotionally difficult and 

incomplete. Wilbur recounted: 

We had the chance to speak with three or four migrants. They asked us questions 
and we asked them questions. They talked about everything they were going 
through. In each one of these encounters, I felt put on the spot, like I felt in the 
courtroom [where the group observed deportation proceedings against detained 
migrants], as someone who is complicit and linked to everything that is going on. 
At the end of one encounter, I felt childish and a gut impulse—it also sprang from 
the desperation of it all—I felt compelled to walk up to one of the migrants while 
the rest of us were filing out to say [in Spanish], ‘Not all Americans are the kind 
that want to make your life miserable. There are some of us who are working very 
hard to change things on our end and do what we can. I know I can’t help you 
right now, but I’m still going to say this very pathetic statement to you.’  

Gary: “What was his response?”   

Wilbur: “I don’t know, I think he just nodded or something. It was weird.” 
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Meanwhile Allison, a fluent Spanish speaker from a liberal arts college, struggled 

at first to know who was a migrant and who was not. Her group had stopped at a church-

run migrant service center. Allison recalled,  

I went and spoke to this man. He was sitting on the curb. We were encouraged to 
talk to him. It felt weird because we were asking these people at a difficult place 
in their lives to share it with a stranger. Originally I couldn’t tell if he was just a 
homeless man, like a normal Anglo Arizona guy, or if he was Mexican, because 
he was fairly light-skinned and I didn’t want to start speaking Spanish and [have] 
someone get offended. [In the end] I spoke in English and he spoke in Spanish.   

She was not able to piece together much from migrant interactions because the 

details of migrants’ stories were complex.  

The experience of relational solidarity between BorderLinks participants and 

migrants is stressful, fractured, and incomplete. The interactions provide raw material for 

BorderLinks participants to understand migration, but it is raw material mixed with 

interactive dynamics that participants struggle to make sense of. The experience of 

struggling with relational solidarity contrasts with the participants’ experiences of 

imaginative solidarity achieved through simulation.  

One activity in particular—the desert hike—stood out for participants. During an 

interview with Paul, I asked, “What was the hike in the desert like for you?” Paul replied: 

I looked forward to that the whole week, even on my way down there [to Arizona] 
… Just the sense of actually seeing and feeling the obstacles that are in these 
peoples’ way. It [desert walking] was hard enough to do in the middle of the day 
with the road right there next to us … We weren’t able to experience the panic 
they might feel, we weren’t necessarily able to feel the thorns and branches and 
stuff like that because we were able to walk around them…. 
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The desert thorns did affect some participants. When speaking with Derek, who 

was on the same desert walk with Paul, I asked: 

“One of the other events of the week was when we stopped and we had that hike 

in the desert. What was that like for you?” 

Derek replied: 

Two things that I remember. One, it’s kind of comical, but only comical because 
we were a group in broad daylight, that was very much being guided. There’s no 
real element of risk. But I remember getting a very, very small little cactus ball 
stuck into my shoe. When I looked down and saw it, I was going to just kind of 
swat it away with my hand. And, I reached down and Adelia [the Mexican 
BorderLinks delegation leader] grabbed my hand.”  (Derek laughs as he recalls 
the scene.)  “She’s like, ‘You’re going to bleed.’  She picked up a stick and 
knocked it away.    

I picked it up very gently [off the ground], and I kind of pricked my finger 
anyways. It was unbelievably sharp!  Here I am, with a guide, we’d just eaten [so 
we had energy], with a large group, it’s broad daylight, and I’m still making 
bonehead mistakes!  How much more, if I really had something on the line, you 
know like life and death was hanging in the balance with my ability to navigate 
the desert, and it’s dark, and I get separated, you know...The desert was no joke, 
even though we were in a very controlled, safe environment. 

During the short hike in the desert, one of Derek’s group members had had 

difficulty breathing. Derek mentioned that episode and, in doing so, revealed more about 

the power of imaginative solidarity: 

I remember Kate struggling through that [hike]. It was a very minor emergency 
because we were in a protected, safe context, but very easily I could imagine that 
situation, without that same kind of security, and how, chances are if we were 
travelling perhaps we’re related, and as a relative do I continue on?  Knowing if I 
stayed behind, we might both not survive.  

Participants from other trips had similar recall about these two strategies of 

solidarity. Relational interactions with migrants were more often recalled with more 
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complications than desert hikes. Desert hikes, on the other hand, were recalled less 

problematically—they rarely ‘failed’ in the sense that almost no participant reported 

difficulties with the desert experience. Desert hikes evoked a wider range of emotional 

terms; they were “haunting” or “shocking.”  In contrast to interactive conversations with 

migrants during the week, the meanings taken from the desert hike were more definitive, 

often evoking a sense of authentically understanding immigration 

While talking with Doris—the participant who thought relational interactions 

were like seasoning—she related that the most meaningful experiences of the week were 

the ones where we were walking not in their [migrants’] shoes necessarily, but the 
ones that captured my imagination. … They’re the ones I feel that condensed 
something for me in a figurative way. 

  To begin parsing this evidence about solidarity, in the next section I review 

research on solidarity. I pay special attention to research on transnational interactions to 

show that solidarity does not require shared identity, but does involve overcoming 

challenges between international travelers and the beneficiaries of transnational civic 

action. 

 

5.2 Solidarity in Transnational Mobilization 

With roots to the founders of the sociology, the concept of solidarity articulates 

aspects of relationships, feelings, and commitment among participants in social 

movements (Hunt and Benford 2004). Solidarity is both a condition and outcome of 

mobilization (Jasper and Poulsen 1995; Munson 2009). In the face of long odds or 
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resistance, solidarity can generate a common group out of a broader mass of individuals 

(Hirsch 1990; Riesebrodt 1993 [1990]; Smith 1996). Solidarity is credited as one 

“solution” to the problem of collective action by producing feelings of commonality, 

expectations of reciprocity, and shared worldviews (Gamson 1990; Goodwin, Jasper, and 

Polletta 2001b; Klandermans 2002; Melucci 1995; Sturmer and Simon 2004; Taylor and 

Whittier 1992). However, it can also fracture a movement through its intensification 

among exclusive small groups or through variance in levels of intensity (Dixon, 

Roscigno, and Hodson 2004; Jasper 1997; Saunders 2008). Numerous types of solidarity 

have been identified, including cognitive (Nepstad 2001; Nepstad 2007), affective (Juris 

2008), political (Hirsch 1986), and altruistic (Passy 2001a; Rucht 2000). In their review 

of solidarity, Hunt and Benford (2004: 439) distinguish the aspects of physical 

connection and the emotional experience of being bonded, defining solidarity as “an 

identification with a collectivity such that an individual feels as if a common cause and 

fate are shared.”   

This varied literature often begins from a default position that the phenomenon to 

explain is how a shared group identity becomes active, reinforced, and mobilized (Taylor 

and Whittier 1992). However, shared identity should not be considered a necessary 

element in solidarity formation, particularly in transnational spaces that bring together 

groups with unequal backgrounds. While existing research orients us to the importance of 

solidarity in general, solidarity in transnational movements requires an account that 

explains the nature of connection to distant suffering (Boltanksi 1999 [1993]).  
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McCarthy and Zald’s (1977) concept of conscience constituency provides a 

starting place for understanding the nature of solidarity between beneficiaries and 

supporters. They define conscience constituencies as “groups that support the 

movement’s goals, even though its members do not receive the direct output of the 

policy/political changes that the movement advocates” (McCarthy and Zald 2001: 535). 

They argue that participation by a conscience constituency is due to a shared conviction 

about the ideas and goals of the movement to which they provide crucial resources. This 

characterization of activist support is well short of discussions about solidarity that 

presuppose a close connection between the we-feeling of group identity and movement 

participation (Hunt and Benford 2004; Rochon 1998). In many ways McCarthy and Zald 

were pointing out dynamics that were historically present in numerous prior American 

social movements that purported to act on behalf of victimized, impoverished, powerless 

others while having little shared identity (Young 2002). Solidarity characterized by 

shared identity is not present among many activist movements, but solidarity 

characterized by concern, emotion, and commitment is. 

 Given the gulf between conscience constituencies and beneficiaries, we would 

expect these distant issue movements to do overt solidarity work that tries to generate an 

identification of shared struggle and goals. Where common identity markers such as 

class, race, or nationality are not present, solidarity work is important for establishing 

basic human connection, encouraging emotions of commitment, and focusing moralized 

readings of injustice. Solidarity work differs from the cognitive work of framing by 

including personal connection, emotions, symbols, and moralization (Collins 2001).  
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One venue for creating solidarity in transnational social movements is immersion 

travel. On trips by Americans during the Central American Peace Movement, face-to-

face interactions between Americans and peasant Central Americans articulated injustice 

in a personalized way (Nepstad 2004; Smith 1996). According to two different studies of 

these trips, the relationships introduced new information, personalized suffering, created 

bonds of obligation, and provided stories for spreading the word back home. Nepstad 

(2007) writes that “direct encounters with oppression evoke a visceral rejection of such 

inequitable treatment” (665). For those activists that became involved, these trips resulted 

in a successful creation of an emotion-packed diagnostic frame that emphasized the 

innocence of Central Americans at the hands of thinly-veiled American political and 

military maneuvering.  

One problem with accounts of successful solidarity, though, is that they fail to 

articulate the hurdles that must be overcome to produce solidarity. Without attention to 

these hurdles, solidarity can appear as something that naturally or inevitably happens 

through transnational contact.  Successful solidarity formation among some persons 

during immersion travel tells us little about how the formation occurs, since it excludes 

the struggles and failures. These accounts run the risk, too, of assuming that activism on 

behalf of others proves that solidarity exists.  It is possible, even likely, that solidarity is a 

condition of activism more like a fuzzy set than a crisp one.  

From other work on transnational relationships there is good reason to focus on 

the difficulty of trans-national solidarity formation. The common use of the phrase 
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“transnational” suggests the continuing relevance of the hurdle of nationality that still 

exists between citizens despite the weakening of states in a neoliberal world regime (Boli 

and Thomas 1999; Johnston and Laxer 2003; Tarrow 2006). As Johnson and Laxer write 

(2003: 46), “Solidarity beyond national boundaries is not new (e.g. diaspora politics and 

pan-nationalism), but it is unclear how effectively transnational or global projects can 

create alternative imagined communities of solidarity.”  Various fora have developed to 

act on global agendas of change, but these become sites where diverse worldviews 

carried from different parts of the globe clash (Rothman and Oliver 1999; Smith 2002; 

Snyder 2003). These challenges persist even within a strong global regime of global civil 

society that emphasizes equality, decentralized decision-making, openness, and 

collaborative action (Kurasawa 2004). Notably, most of this literature is about the 

challenge of solidarity among people who already are trans-national activists. The 

hurdles to solidarity between travelers and distant others, disconnected from the strong 

human rights regime that guides many transnational social movement organization, may 

be even larger.  

In distant issue movements conscience constituencies from wealthy-world 

countries tackle foreign issues that are non-existent in their home country (Rucht 2000). 

Since shared identity is not present in these movements, Rucht (2000) characterizes 

solidarity as a predominantly unidirectional altruistic orientation from conscience 

constituencies. The altruistic nature of these movements, though, brings power 

asymmetries as conscience constituencies rapidly gain and lose interest in global social 

issues (Tilly 2001). Because these interactions are initiated by beneficiaries, “in the case 

324



 

 

of extreme power differentials among participants, [this] limits the construction of a 

solidarity based on equality” (Johnston and Laxer 2003: 76). Transnational altruism can 

also be politically ineffective and reproduce long-standing paternalistic mindsets  

(Eterovic and Smith 2001; Giugni and Passy 2001).  As a way out of the problems of 

altruistic transnational action, some authors suggest the development of “intergroup 

solidarity” that nurtures a frame transformation so that  benefactors see the roots of social 

ills in world system inequalities (Eterovic and Smith 2001; Nepstad 1997). The 

International Zapatismo movement encourages this version of solidarity that is 

bidirectional, based in personal interactions, and highly egalitarian (Olesen 2005). 

However, the establishment of this is difficult due to power differentials and long 

distances of interaction.  

The important point from this evidence is that solidarity formation is an overt 

activity in transnational movements and is characterized by numerous hurdles. To 

understand these hurdles, and how movements attempt to overcome these hurdles, 

requires analyzing the interactive bases of solidarity formation. These include the bodily 

practices, small-group processes, emotional dynamics, and simulations surrounding 

transnational interactions. In his writing on political altruism, Tilly (2001) recommends 

looking at the level of “micro-processes” that get individuals involved, noting how a 

political identity could develop through interactions between beneficiaries and others. 

Doing this attunes research to how practices of listening, discussing, and connecting 

actually work without assuming they do work (Olesen 2005). 
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A well-known example of the interactive basis of solidarity creation is from 

Freedom Summer of 1964. During the summer cross-race and cross-class relationships 

were key sites of struggle as black activists strategically brought in white college students 

to raise the public profile of their dangerous voter education and registration work 

(McAdam 1988). White activists reported feeling like they had arrived in a different 

country in which social relationships with civil authorities operated differently and social 

conditions were nearly unbelievable. The experiences of Freedom Summer show how 

solidarity morphs through interaction, becoming a potent base for activist work across 

racial differences. However, internal pressures and heightened conflict can deplete 

solidarity, suggesting that solidarity is a moving, interactive reality (Polletta 2005). In the 

International Zapatismo campaign, similar interactive realities are present. While 

solidarity has been important in the spread of information and the coordination of support 

for the Zapatistas, the interactions that undergird this solidarity are difficult (Olesen 

2005). Personal interactions are meant to “construct bonds of mutual commitment and 

reciprocity across borders” (Olesen 2005) which before had divided people, but good 

outcomes are difficult achieve. These findings are affirmed in research on civil society in 

the United States that notes how local meanings and interactions are the ground of 

connection and disconnection (Baggett 2005; Lichterman 2005). 

  This literature on the challenges to building solidarity across social and 

geographical barriers suggests a number of ways that observing BorderLinks’ solidarity 

strategies assists with understanding transnational solidarity more generally. First, 

STINTs are a particularly good location for studying strategies of solidarity because the 
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sponsoring agencies are often ideologically committed to generating transnational 

relationships. Second, attention to actual, repeated interactions between travelers and 

international others is possible. Third, the presence of various strategies highlights how 

different interactive bases of solidarity can achieve contrasting results. 

        

5.3 Challenges and Attempts to Rescue Relational Solidarity 

 In this section, I systematically present the challenges of relational solidarity, 

using participant-migrant interactions that occurred in a variety of spaces during travel. 

Table 5.2 overviews four major hurdles encountered during strategies of relational 

solidarity, how participants try to rescue interactions, and the resulting problematic 

outcomes for solidarity formation.
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Table 5.2 Challenges to Relational Solidarity 

Hurdle 
Authenticity 

Problem  Method of Rescue Cognitive Outcome 

Incongruent Stories Distrust Motive Imputation Diversity 

Unknown Migrant Status Misreading None: oblivious Incorrect associations 

Honest Discussions Embarrassment Face-saving Less Sympathetic Image 

Tragic Stories Powerlessness Sympathy Statements Confusion 
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5.3.1 Incongruent Stories  

A dinner with the group from St. Michael’s Church illustrates the difficulty of 

interactions that are peppered with incongruent stories and behaviors. After entering a 

migrant service center in Mexico, our group was invited by the church volunteers to take 

seats at the folding tables that have been set with Styrofoam plates and disposable 

silverware. Our BorderLinks delegation leader Janice told us to space ourselves so we 

can talk one-on-one with migrants during dinner.  

As we sat down, Marco the Mexican BorderLinks delegation leader squeezed in 

at the end of the table with me just to my left. Mary sat to my right and Roland at the side 

of the table to the left. There were empty spaces scattered throughout the rest of the table. 

After a few minutes, five adult, male migrants arrived for dinner. We began eating boiled 

chicken, rice, and salad quietly. I intentionally held off on asking questions to see if the 

members of the St. Michael’s Church group would attempt to begin an interaction with 

the migrants. It took time, but after five minutes, a few questions came out from the St. 

Michael’s group. I translated them. Do you have kids?  What work do you do?  Where 

are you going?  The conversation tailed off as we listened in on other conversations, ate 

our food, or talked in English amongst ourselves.  

After dinner, and after the migrants left for their sleeping quarters, Mary asked me 

about the migrant who had sat with us. She said that she noticed he changed his reply 

during questioning, at first saying he would work with family members in the printing 

business, then saying he would be looking for landscaping work. I affirmed that the 
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migrant’s story seemed to change over the course of our dinner and conversation. Mary 

then asked the group, now gathered in a courtyard outside, to share stories they heard 

during dinner. Matt said that the men he talked to were “supposed to be 18 and 20 years 

old, but Janice says that’s “not true” since they look much younger. 

Janice, the BorderLinks staff leader working hard to rescue the events of the 

evening from too much questioning, said “It could be true, like from malnutrition. But 

they [migrants] also lie so that there is no custody chain” if they are caught and deported. 

Otherwise, she explained, they enter a juvenile detention system that is difficult to get out 

of.  

A bit puzzled Jeanne wondered, is it “better for these two [migrants] to lie?”  

Janice replied that “lies are natural, [for example] so that you are not sent to Guatemala,” 

which would cost more to attempt another border crossing from. After more questions 

from participations, Janice, a little frustrated at all the questions, cut off conversation, 

saying, “These will be good questions for our speaker,” a local woman who would talk 

about the work of the shelter. 

In situations like this, participants’ doubt of stories impedes the conversations 

with migrants and limits emotional response to their stories. As the interactions end, 

participants process what they have heard with each other, spending energy not just 

comparing stories, but trying to understand why migrants might exaggerate or even lie. 

They search through various possible motives to understand why conventions of most 

conversations, such as clarity and coherency, do not hold for these conversations. It is not 
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that participants distrust the fact that the people they meet are migrants. Instead, 

participants distrust that the details migrants share actually occurred. Instead of walking 

away with a coherent narrative about immigration, the diverse migrant stories and the 

reasons for telling the stories often confuse participants. 

 

5.3.2 Determining Who is a Migrant  

A basic problem that participants run into, particularly once in Mexico, is 

determining who is a migrant. When travelling with Southern Seminary in Ciudad de la 

Luz, the BorderLinks trip leader Janice was asked by one of the participants: “How do we 

know if they [the people in the town square] are migrants?”  At this moment, we were 

preparing to go to the town square which is populated with a range of people waiting to 

be transported to the border, waiting to transport others to the border, selling tacos to 

anyone headed to the border, or walking to and from the church building that dominates 

the square. Janice replied: “Good question. We don’t really know.” The solution 

apparently was to talk to anyone sitting around.  

This particular location of interaction, which nearly every BorderLinks group 

visits, is one of the most problematic for participants. While visiting the Plaza with 

participants from Central College, a crowd of twenty or so people gathered around as 

group members chatted with a few migrants in the square. Within a minute, a man who 

had been hanging out on the side of the square near to the food carts approached. This 

man became the main conversation partner for the participants, answering questions 
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playfully enough to make other people in the crowd laugh. He had a casual air about him 

and was dressed in light clothing, with neither a backpack nor walking shoes. The 

participants talked in the town square for fifteen minutes to this “migrant” about his goals 

in migrating and the danger of the journey. 

The BorderLinks delegation leader, George, and I were standing back from the 

group, about ten feet away, watching and listening. At this point, George leaned in and 

told me that a friend of his whom lived locally identified this man as a prominent coyote 

who had a habit of toying with gringos that visited the town square. His clean white 

shoes, along with his air of self-confidence and relative autonomy to drop in and out of 

the conversation all signaled that he was not a migrant. During the interaction the 

participants did not know this. I have no evidence to suggest that the participants ever 

realized this. In conversations immediately afterwards participants commented that they 

were thankful for this man’s friendliness and willingness to discuss migration. They 

considered his comments an authentic source of information. George, meanwhile, seemed 

reluctant to let the participants in on his secret since this would embarrass them and 

potentially diminish their trust that other interlocutors were legitimate.  

As literal foreigners to the interaction norms and local status hierarchies of social 

space, participants easily misread what was occurring (Bourdieu 1979). This misreading 

prevented participants from doing what they had hoped to do—uncover the power and 

coercion behind the workings of the immigration business. While they may have picked 

up relevant information about immigration, the associations between the look of local 
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actors and their testimonies of immigration were misaligned. In the town square, 

participants’ lack of practical, local knowledge left them vulnerable to misinformation, 

not to mention the workings of local status hierarchies.  

 

5.3.3 Assertive Migrants 

On a BorderLinks trip participants interact with migrants in two types of spaces: 

mediated places and unmediated places. In mediated spaces such as migrant feeding 

programs or overnight shelter, migrants’ movements and words are regulated by local 

volunteers or officials providing migrant services. For example, migrants are expected to 

sit with BorderLinks participants to share their story. In unmediated spaces, though, the 

conversations are more free-flowing and cover a range of issues. 

During Sojourner University’s trip, one group visited a for-profit House of 

Hospitality in Ciudad de la Luz to get a sense of the living conditions. This House of 

Hospitality was one of dozens that sprung up as the town’s economy converted to 

supporting international trade—in both humans and drugs. After passing through the 

darkened, and empty, sleeping area, we emerged into the open courtyard, which 

happened to have a group of seven male migrants. Our BorderLinks leader, Sarah, 

commented that they were probably just passing the time in safety, waiting for directions 

from their coyote. The men were looking and chuckling at us, while we stood close 

together. The BorderLinks group seemed surprised to have run into anyone, especially 

such a big group of migrants. Sarah, the BorderLinks leader, quickly asked the men 
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whether they might like to talk with us, then she translated between the groups. Over the 

next twenty minutes, a blunt conversation ensued about immigration policies, 

mistreatment in prisons, the election of Obama, and the racist nature of Sherriff Joe 

Arapaio. At turns, the conversation was animated and driven by comments from migrants 

to the BorderLinks group.  

In situations like this that lack footings, discussion norms, or rules imposed by 

service providers in charitable shelters, conversations between migrants and participants 

are more free-flowing. More topics are “on the table,” including the participants’ own 

lives, a notable change from most settings in which participants retain power for the 

conversational flow. The free-flowing talk in this situation most resembled the honest, 

unencumbered discourse of Habermas’ theory (1984 [1981]). Yet, disjunctures in 

understandings about the purpose and content of such conversations overlaid the 

interaction with emotional defensiveness. The result, ironically, was embarrassment or 

silence, as participants were unsure how to reply when conversational norms and 

legitimate topics were violated. The image of “the migrant” that builds up during the 

course of a BorderLinks trip is made less sympathetic as the distance between a symbolic 

image and reality of humans is recognized. 

 

5.3.4 Powerlessness in the Company of Suffering 

During a reflection session with Justicia College about the activities of our second 

day in Mexico, Terry recalled a particularly difficult relational interaction. Our group had 
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gone to a church-run soup kitchen that served lunches to migrant men. Terry related a 

story from one of the migrants she spoke with. According to Terry, he had been 

imprisoned in the US for over a decade as the result of an unclear chain of crimes he 

committed. Terry said,  

I felt like his lawyer lied, and that the judge was harsher on him than if he was 
white. He talked about the lost 15 years of his life. He asked us a number of times 
if we could help, but what do you say to that?  All we could say was, ‘We’ll tell 
your story.’   

Thinking over her reply to the migrant, she reflected:  

That wasn’t much. There wasn’t anything to do. The guy wanted to sue the 
judge!”  “None of us were talking [to him] because we didn’t know what to say. 
The guy started crying. What do you say to that?  Let them know we sympathize? 

Jonathan followed on this saying “I felt sad, angry, powerless. But these feelings 

don’t do anything. I felt depressed to be there with a 30 year old [Francisco] who has 

nothing.” 

Participants often heard stories of impoverished hometowns, depressing job 

prospects, abuse by border officials, and unjust judicial outcomes. While gaining a sense 

of the contours of suffering within the complex of immigration, participants in these 

moments struggled to communicate sympathy, as well as their own lack of power to 

ameliorate what they have heard. In his interview Jonathan recalled the uncomfortable 

feeling of being with migrants to “learn,” yet feeling powerless to address the problems 

of migrants. 

 A sense of powerlessness was occasionally aided by sets of rules that BorderLinks 

and migrant service organizations devised to protect travelers from awkwardness and 
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local organizations from squabbles among the people they served. For example, a shelter 

in Ciudad de la Luz asked participants not to provide monetary or material aid to the 

migrants who stayed at the shelter, even if the migrants requested the aid. According 

BorderLinks trip leaders, this could lead to jealousy among the migrants and violate the 

sort of trans-national sharing arrangement that is assumed to exist during interactions. 

Migrants were mostly unaware of these rules and, regardless, were in situations in which 

resources were incredibly limited. Inevitably, participants were asked by migrants for 

assistance. Migrants stayed in border towns for weeks just to earn enough money to 

travel back home, away from the border.  

John’s story illustrates the power differentials and transactional qualities of 

relational interactions which can lead to moments of conflict and distress. John shared 

with the group that at the shelter the previous night he had had a long conversation with a 

migrant whom had shown patience with John’s broken Spanish. The migrant was 

working out arrangements with a coyote to head for the border. The next day, while in the 

town square, John entered the church for a moment of silence. As he sat in the pews, the 

migrant from the night before shuffled in as part of a group, clearly led by coyotes. The 

coyotes encouraged the migrants to offer a prayer to the Virgin of Guadalupe prior to 

their departure for the border. Seeing John, the migrant approached him frantically, 

explaining that he needed money to make a phone call to let his brother know that he was 

actually about to cross the border. Without a chance to call, his family would not know 

whether he had even made it to the border, much less tried the treacherous crossing.  
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Recalling this moment a few nights later, John was embarrassed to explain to the 

group that he declined to give the migrant money. He noted the irony of that decision 

being made as he sat in a church reflecting on all he had heard from migrants about the 

struggles of their journey. When he recounted this, he left the memory of the interaction 

hang in the air, to which no one gathered in the room was able to respond.  

 

5.4 Attempts to Rescue Relational Solidarity      

Despite these many hurdles during the interactions of relational solidarity with 

migrants, participants generally report that the opportunity to meet with migrants was an 

important part of their BorderLinks trip. BorderLinks participants concretely gain some 

information and stories from migrants.  

In an interview with Kate, I had asked what events of the week were most 

meaningful, a question I asked early in each interview before probing about particular 

events. She replied: “The night we stayed at the migrant shelter. Being there, to talk with 

those few people who had come through. I think that was really important.” I followed 

up: “What was it about that chance to talk with people that felt important or meaningful 

to you?” Kate summed it up this way: 

I guess that it’s real people, here they’re really trying to travel somewhere … It 
makes me look at myself. I’m where I want to be, but this is someone trying to get 
somewhere better” to improve their lives. 
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Given the many hurdles detailed above, the appreciation of relational interactions 

is an accomplishment. Participants worked hard to salvage the promise of these 

interactions.  

When confronted with incongruent stories, participants responded in a number of 

ways. First, they did not challenge these incongruities in front of migrants. In the six trips 

I participated in, no participant ever directly challenged a migrant over his or her “story.”  

This does not mean participants trusted the stories, but they do respect the act of narrating 

itself. Second, in response to incongruities, participants often commiserated with other 

participants, and especially with the BorderLinks delegation leader. These discussions 

provided discursive free space to test explanations and relieve sympathy expectations 

(Clark 1997). Participants gave a number of reasons for why incongruences occurred. 

Each explanation avoided imputing duplicitous motives to migrants, instead focusing on 

situational factors. Participants considered that a migrant may simply have been 

intoxicated at the moment. Or, a migrant might be traumatized by what happened to them 

in the desert prior to their deportation into a strange city. Or, a migrant may want to 

perform for a gawking audience of participants that seem to expect a good story. Finally, 

a migrant may simply lie to avoid discovery of their real selves by the Border Patrol.  

Some interaction difficulties simply could not be resolved in a way that relieved 

emotional distress. In the case of free-flowing discussions that became too personal, the 

bodies of participants showed the tensions that were present. After occasional off-color or 

sexist comments from migrants, participants turned away to protect themselves without 
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rupturing the interaction. When confronted by stories with pain, participants tried to save 

face and tie them up in a way that showed that they heard and cared.  

In each of these cases the “sympathy account” that is characteristic of ongoing 

relationships is difficult to establish, since participants are providing one-way flows of 

sympathy in interactions that will not re-occur (Clark 1987). To continue the unstable 

sympathy economy between participants and migrants, participants spread the relational 

difficulty across the group through sharing of difficult interactions (Clark 1997). 

Participants were not just interested in saving face (Goffman 1959), but also rescuing the 

interaction to save migrants’ reputation in the worldview of this pro-immigrant 

organization. This commitment to stabilizing the interactional order is evidence that 

strategies of relational solidarity during a BorderLinks trip generate some sense of 

personal relationship with migrants. Beyond a sense of relationship and some 

information, though, strategies of relational solidarity are less straightforward and 

productive than we might expect.  

The extent to which strategies of relational solidarity can produce meaningful 

action is doubtful for a number of other reasons.  

First, rescuing the meaning of relational solidarity demands a large amount of 

discursive cognitive work. A week’s worth of relational interactions did not naturally 

clarify core information about the immigration process. A primary task of framing is 

condensation of a message about the cause of social suffering, offering a compelling 

diagnosis  (Snow and Benford 1988). BorderLinks participants may hone in on small 
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pieces of a story to share with others back home, but generally these interactions by 

themselves did not produce a coherent sense of why immigration was occurring. If 

anything, the interactions often made participants’ intellectual and emotional response to 

the issue more complex. The complexity introduced by diverse stories, ruptured 

interactions, and motive questioning required interpretive processing among the group 

and within individual members. Discussion among participants could lead to a deeper 

understanding of the reasons for such relational confusion, but that end is tangibly 

different from discursive activity that aims to diagnose the causes of immigration. At a 

purely cognitive level there is not a definition of the situation at hand that emerges easily 

from this diversity. Participants hear so many different stories. This sort of situation 

demands a great deal of overt cognitive attention, which is inefficient for producing 

meanings (Dimaggio 1997). Overall, these interactions are decidedly not experiences of 

hot cognition which appear to be especially important during initial phases of motivating 

future activists (Goodwin et al. 2001a). 

The strategy of relational solidarity would seem particularly useful for 

constructing the image of an innocent victim. An innocent victim can arouse feelings of 

moral indignation, providing a focus point that brings together substantive messages, 

emotions, and moralized urgency to act (Dunn 2004). In the dramatic tension that 

movement organizations create, an important role is filled by the image of those that are 

affected by the social injustice (Benford and Hunt 1992). In the case of conscience 

constituencies that are geographically stretched, innocent victims can be particularly 
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important for bringing together emotional intensity and the moralized categories for 

wanting to act in reference to the victim (Collins 2001).  

However, relational interactions are not the best way to construct a generic 

innocent victim that participants can respond to. Relational interactions surface the many 

elements of personality, culture, and personal need that must be glossed over (or 

suppressed) in portrayals of victims of social injustice. The role of innocent victimhood is 

not created by interactions (Benford and Hunt 1992; Clark 1997; Dunn 2004). The 

majority of migrants’ stories were too complicated, incomplete, and/or dubious.  

If these interactions are so problematic, what did participants take away from 

them?  A recurring theme from interviews with participants was that BorderLinks trips 

provided a chance to “put a face” on the issue of immigration. The most powerful 

residual effect of relational solidarity interactions was the memory of the faces 

encountered in those interactions. Participants rarely recalled names of migrants whom 

they had met, but they often asked to take pictures with migrants, documenting their face 

side-by-side with the face of a migrant. These pictures of faces, and the memory of 

having interacted with faces, were an important residual effect from relational solidarity. 

The power of faces is neither about personalization nor about symbolizing larger 

messages. The power of faces is the confirmatory evidence they provide about 

participants’ personal connection to the issues of immigration. In the power of the face 

we can see why relational solidarity is important. However, the power of the face also 
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suggests why relational solidarity does not have the impact that the literature thinks it 

does. 

The power of the face has been theorized by Emmanuel Levinas, a French 

philosopher in the second half of the 20th Century (Levinas 1969 [1961]). Similar to how 

actual interactions of participants with migrants challenge the claims of relational 

solidarity, Levinas implicitly challenged Habermas’ idea that ethical relationship is 

achieved through discourse in which others can be known through communicative 

rationality. Levinas argues this based on a different ontology of what connects 

individuals, downgrading the cognitive focus of discourse-based ethical theory. For 

Levinas the “ethical is to be approached through sensibility rather than cognition. We 

exist in so far as we are affected” (Eagleton 2009: 224) by those Others we encounter.  

Levinas helps us to understand why the relational approach to solidarity is valued 

by participants despite the numerous problems that I have identified. Levinas posits that 

the initial sensation of the Other’s presence is evidence of a pre-existing ethical 

relationship that can unite self and other (1969 [1961]). The location of this sensation is 

the face. Notably, the face for Levinas does not generate the sort of staring-back activity 

that Sartre noted in the eyes of “others” and which undergirds Goffman’s understanding 

of human interaction (Raffel 2002). As the American interpreter of Levinas writes, “The 

utter nakedness of the other’s face pierces all significations, historical or otherwise, that 

attempt to mask or comprehend it” (Cohen 1986: 7). The face places a demand on 

persons at a very basic level. The weight of this sensation is dramatic: “The being that 
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expresses itself imposes itself, but does so precisely by appealing to me with its 

destitution and nudity—its hunger—without my being able to be deaf to that appeal” 

(Levinas 1969 [1961]: 200).  

With this capacity of the face, it is not surprising that participants recall the face 

as the main remnant of a relational interaction. For BorderLinks participants, the face of a 

migrant makes migration human. However, the ethical imperative of the face described 

by Levinas is layered with difficulty deriving from the same relational interactions that 

introduce the face to begin with. The information that participants receive from the face 

through relational solidarity is troublesome—it is not always clear, it is not always 

believed, it is not always remembered. While the face makes participants aware of the 

humanity of the Other, it also creates the discomfort that participants struggle with when 

trying to rescue the situations of relational solidarity. When relations progress beyond the 

sensation of contact with the Other is when relational solidarity becomes difficult. As 

relational interactions occur, they are just as likely to devolve and stunt solidarity as they 

are to ground an idealized ethical relationship.  

 

5.5 The Strategy of Imaginative Solidarity 

In contrast to relational solidarity, the interactional routines of imaginative 

solidarity can negate the problems of situational knowledge, bypass interactional 

awkwardness, engage a larger range of emotions, and—potentially—produce symbols 

that evoke meanings and emotions long afterward. Immersion trips develop imaginative 
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solidarity in a number of ways, such as cooking a meal on a maquila worker’s salary or 

playing a “legal immigration policy” role-playing game. The prime venue for imaginative 

solidarity on a BorderLinks is the desert hike. Desert hikes evoke specific messages, 

engage the body, and prime the moral imagination. In the vignette below, I describe a 

hike that was effective at producing imaginative solidarity. The hike described here 

illustrates the elements of imaginative solidarity and displays a striking process of local 

symbol construction that occurs on hikes that encounter immigrant artifacts.  

5.6 A Particular Walk in the Desert24   

A walk in the desert is a walk in foreign space for BorderLinks participants. Most 

have little experience with the desert. The hike is presented as a way to understand what 

migrants experience. About two-thirds of groups travelling with BorderLinks go on a 

desert hike. Even though participants resist claiming that they “really” know what the 

desert is like, desert hikes produce a clarified feeling of authentically understanding 

immigration. 

The length of hikes varies according to the schedule of the day. The hikes are led 

by local activists, most often humanitarian aid activists who have experience walking 

migrant trails in the desert. Despite accompanying humanitarian aid activists, the hikes 

were not presented as opportunities to be activists. Instead, hikes were introduced as 

opportunities to encounter the environment that migrants walk through; to see what it is 

like to be a migrant.  

                                                 
24 The humanitarian aid activist here is a composite of a number of activists that led this hike to protect 
their anonymity. 
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On the day of our hike in late March, we leave early to meet Cathy in the 

community of Arivaca, about a 40 mile drive from Tucson. Arivaca is located 20 miles 

off the Mexican border, a small town amid square miles of uninhabited desert that 

doubles as grazing area for local ranchers. Arivaca is ground zero for migrant crossings, 

Border Patrol searching, and drug smuggling. For the past few years it has been the 

location of the summer-long No More Deaths camp that provides humanitarian aid to 

immigrants.  

Along the ninety minute drive to Arivaca, our van passes a few civilian vehicles, 

two Border Patrol trucks biding time alongside the road, and a pack of middle-aged 

cyclists churning over the rolling desert hills in the cool morning air. We meet up with 

Cathy, then turn onto a pock-marked dirt road. Our twelve-passenger van follows Cathy’s 

SUV for four miles towards a state park. By the time we reach the state park gravel 

parking lot we are in remote desert near miles of migrant trails. In the lot we gather near 

the back of the truck, standing in a loose circle around crates that hold the elements of our 

make-it-yourself lunch. Two loaves of bread are spread out with all the fixings for cheese 

sandwiches, as well as peanut butter and honey. A pile of loose organic grapefruits and 

apples slowly disappears as we casually munch. The sun is out, but there are light clouds 

and a breeze. We can stand in the sun to warm ourselves, wearing long sleeve shirts to 

cut the chill of the breeze. It is a perfect morning for a hike. 

As we eat, Cathy casually tells us about her involvement in local humanitarian aid 

activities. Cathy explains that this is “not where I thought I’d be ten years ago.”  She had 
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heard about border issues through her church and had begun supporting the Just Coffee 

initiative that seeks to provide meaningful profit on bags of coffee as a way of preventing 

migration off of coffee plantations. After a few years, though, she felt that “just selling 

coffee didn’t seem like it would be enough to solve the problem.”  She says that a 

BorderLinks trip a few years earlier had transformed her: “it transformed all of us—to see 

the real causes of immigration.” Now, according to her narrative of increasing border 

activism, she walks in the desert as part of the No More Deaths humanitarian aid 

organization. She looks for migrants who are struggling, offering food, water, and 

medical aid. As lunch winds down, our group takes a look at a map of trails in the area. 

Doris asks, “How do you know those are migrant trails?”  Cathy replied: “We find 

migrants on them!”  The group chuckles at what now seems like an obvious answer. The 

answer, though, affirms what most of us had suspected: we are in the physical space that 

migrants move through on a regular basis. 

After we finish lunch and fill our water bottles, we start walking. For 10 minutes 

we walk in single file, chatting amicably, bunched up on the trail. We begin a short 

ascent over a hillside, leaving behind the wooded lowland of the lake and coming into 

desert grass with loose rocks on the trail. Small cacti insert a variety of thorns into the 

path. As we stop to sip water under the blue sky in the cool breeze, Lisa simply says: “It’s 

beautiful here.”   

Regardless of the beauty, within the first 10 minutes, both Anne Marie and Doris 

fall on the loose rock. Within an hour, I do the same, embarrassingly falling to my butt in 
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a cloud of desert dust. The people nearby ask if I am okay as I wipe the dust from my 

pants and palms. As we pause and take in landscape, Allison says she “can’t imagine 

what this would be like at night.”  We repeat this stopping routine on and off for the next 

45 minutes. At each stop, at least four people take their cameras out and snap pictures of 

the rock formations, watering holes, and even wandering cattle. Cathy says that “when 

someone is hurt, they’ll [the coyotes] leave you behind. They’re not completely heartless-

they’ll leave water. [A little later,] I will tell you about a 12 year old girl that was left 

behind” by coyotes.  

After a half mile, the trail veers from open mountainside into a bone-dry wash, 

partially secluded on the banks by low-hanging mesquite trees. The group begins to 

stretch out a bit, one or two people meandering on their own, but most of us clustered 

around Cathy. She tells us that on almost every hike activists find trash, if not actual 

people. If they find people, she says, it is because they are in trouble, nearly ready to give 

up. “In some places, it’s easy to lose the trail, especially at night.”  She describes that 

“the danger of the monsoon is temperature change. People start out in T-shirts, thinking 

that is enough … When the monsoon hits, there’s a 40 to 50 degree temperature change.”  

On this perfectly temperate day with only light clouds, Ronald articulates surprise at the 

implied danger: “Oh God!”  

Puzzling about how people might survive better, Anne Marie asks whether people 

could use backpacks, like people do for recreational backpacking. Cathy says that “Most 

people carry one to two gallons of water, usually using packs like you have [day packs].”  
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She says that “they’ll pack makeup, a pair of shoes, maybe a change of clothes….all they 

have to make a new life on the other side.” 

The trail rises onto the banks of high grass and mesquite, but keeps bringing us 

back to the bone-dry wash, whose bright background throws any unnatural object into 

bright relief. As we descend a grassy hillside back down to the broad riverbed, there is a 

lone shoe resting about five feet off the side of the embankment.  

There is a bit of rush among the four of us who come upon the shoe first. Within 

seconds, we gather quickly around it. There are no laces, the tongue has been pulled 

forward, the whole thing is black, and the fabric seems to have baked in the sun. There is 

no other object around, with the shoe resting by itself on the river rocks. As Cathy walks 

up, she immediately begins commenting on the shoe. “This is what they [the group] need 

to see…and it’s painted!”  She says that migrants, in addition to wearing all black 

clothing, will use marker or paint to black out any white on their shoes. After she looks at 

the shoes a bit closer, she realizes it is not painted, but she says that its dark color would 

have a similar effect. 

The rest of the group collapses into a hiking version of a bottleneck as we 

abruptly stop in the wash to have a close look at the shoe, without touching it or stepping 

over it.  

The focus of the group zooms into the space around the shoe.  Anne Marie and 

Lisa produce their cameras and begin taking a number of pictures. As they take the 

pictures, looking for a good shot, a large portion of their viewing time is channeled 
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through the lens of the camera. Others gather around to take a look. No one touches the 

shoe, mostly staying outside of a two-foot diameter circle around the shoe. Ronald, in a 

joking spirit out of line with the reverential interest and curiosity of the rest of the group, 

comes close to the shoe and places his foot right next to it. He says he is comparing his 

shoe size to see how big migrants’ feet are. Then, he squats down, poses a cheesy tourist 

grin and a flexed arm muscle, and has his picture taken. Lisa gently laughs and chides 

him not to do that.  

After everyone has had a chance to look, the group continues on for about 15 or 

20 minutes. Five minutes later, we come to a makeshift shrine tucked into the rocky 

gorge. Ronald almost walks past the shrine.  Cathy had mentioned this as our destination. 

Here, the gorge is about 12 feet wide, 15 high on either side. There is low brush on top of 

the rock walls. There is a tree, with branches high enough to stand under, about three feet 

from the shrine, wedged into the corner where the riverbed and rock wall meet.  

The shrine itself is a natural cutout in the rock that mimics the look of a Catholic 

grotto. Its bottom ledge is three feet off the ground, with the cutout itself about four feet 

high and three feet wide. Cathy comments that she’s glad that water had not flowed high 

recently to destroy the shrine. I find it hard to believe that water in the desert could get 

that high, but the evidence of downed trees, scattered boulders, and smooth canyon walls 

all suggest water’s presence at certain points during the year. 

In the cutout there are dozens of prayer cards. A dirty ‘tortilla cloth’ serves as a 

rudimentary altar cloth. Nearly a dozen crucifixes lean against the back wall, with three 
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glass candles near the front. There are black smoke marks throughout the whole cutout. 

The objects seem hastily placed, with a few rosaries and prayer cards having tumbled out 

of the front of the cutout. There are broken glass candles on the ground and a scattering 

of trash. Among the candles and crucifixes are numerous plastic and wood rosaries. 

There are also numerous pictures of actual humans, the types of photos from school or a 

studio that someone might pass out to friends. The evidence of human activity so far from 

the road and nestled in a tough natural place is surprising.  

Allison and Doris talk between themselves about whether it is appropriate to 

collect prayer cards. Allison collects some prayers cards, but only from the ground. The 

picture-takers in the group are working to get good pictures of the shrine.  We are 

standing in a loose semi-circle around the shrine. The sun is not directly overheard but is 

glancing through the canyon.  

Cathy stands under the mesquite tree that is leaning into the middle of the canyon. 

She says “We’ll never know what even started all this [the shrine]…We almost didn’t see 

it the first time we came by.”  Cathy then says, “This seems like a good time to tell about 

Josseline.”  Dana, sensing that this could be an important moment, whispers to one of the 

students to video record whatever happens. The group is quiet, looking at Cathy who has 

rays of filtered sunshine on her hat. Over the next few minutes, in quiet tones 

occasionally blurred by the breeze, Cathy slowly tells pieces of a story.  

The girl Josseline was ten years old and had a brother that was fourteen. After two 

days of walking through the desert, Josseline began to vomit. The group went on without 
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her, as she begged her brother to leave her behind. The volunteers at No More Deaths 

heard about the search for her ten days later.  

Cathy continues, “Close your eyes and imagine the silence out here if you were 

by yourself.”  Every member of the group closes their eyes. I hear someone take a deep, 

meditative breath. Cathy, narrates that Josseline may have “wandered off of the trail and 

found a wash with water in it. She sat on a beautiful rock, laid back with her feet in a 

pool, and died.”   

Four No More Deaths volunteers found her body “by chance.”   

The participants have reopened their eyes after two minutes. Group members 

either stare down or keep their heads lowered to the ground. Cathy summarizes: “That’s 

why we do this, to try and prevent that from happening. As we walk, think of the people 

of faith who do this journey.”  Taking out a pack of small cards the size of prayer cards, 

she says, “I have her picture to give to each of you.” (See Figure 5.1). 

 

 

Figure 5.1 Prayer Card 
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Cathy tells another story about a young woman from Guatemala who crossed, 

gave birth in a rancher’s lean-to, then was captured by the Border Patrol.  

She took eleven trains, was robbed twice, had no food for a week of the travel, 
and went into labor three days before Christmas. She used a lean-to barn to give 
birth and called out to a rancher for help. The rancher called Border Patrol and the 
sheriff. Mom was put in jail and the baby in intensive care. 

Cathy explains that a helpful lawyer was able to re-unite them, and that the baby 

was named Jesus. “The baby was not premature, but was 3.5 pounds. The baby is doing 

fine now.” Cathy explains that “stories like this are of sacrifice. This woman was so 

thrilled that her son was a US citizen; grateful that she could give that to him.”  She says 

that in the weeks following the birth, “we gave her some clothes, and she was so 

appreciative because she had never received a gift before in her life. She was a beautiful 

soul.”   

Repeating what she said earlier, she says “this is why we do this work.”   

At this point, six students are sitting on rocks by themselves, with two students 

leaning against a tree in the shade. Cathy says that “Delle would like [us] to sit at a 

moment like this for five minutes” to reflect. Delle was the BorderLinks’ director who 

was known for encouraging silent reflection. The group separates a bit in the constrained 

space of the canyon. Two people walk thirty feet up the canyon, a few others draw back 

towards the canyon walls, opening the space near the shrine to be viewable from all these 

different positions. The five minutes are spent in quiet. Occasionally, rocks make 

grinding noises as people shift their body positions. You can hear the wind blow through 

the canyon and dry leaves. Some people look at the prayer card, write in their journals, or 
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just adopt the “reflective gaze” which suggests sitting with the meaning of the moment. 

Cathy closes this time by telling us it is time to walk back. 

Forty five minutes later, we get back to the parking lot, where we spend a few 

minutes going to the bathroom after our three hour hike. As we stand around the parking 

lot, I ask Jonathan what he thought of the hike. He starts by saying “it was emotional.”  

Anne Marie walks up, joins our conversation, and says that she feels “guilt.” Jonathan 

agrees:  

Yeah…It’s tangible here. I feel guilty that I get to experience the enjoyment of 
this [landscape]…it’s so beautiful. I feel bad, but should I even feel that?  I could 
do this 100 times and never really know what it’s like. But people really 
experience this reality here in the desert. 

Our group gathers around Cathy’s truck to say goodbyes. As the official group 

spokesperson, Allison says, “Thank you for trusting us with this. We were moved.”  

Cathy offers some goods for sale as a part of a fundraiser for BorderLinks. The 

participants look at the items and mention that they will purchase some back at the 

BorderLinks office. As we drive off, a Border Patrol truck sits on the horizon, with a long 

pole on its roof that looks to be a surveillance camera that extends the viewing capacity 

of agents into the remote desert. 

A few days later, I was talking with Anne Marie about the week. She says, “I 

wish I could go on the desert hike again. I mean, I feel solidarity in the other things we’ve 

done, but then we were really walking where immigrants walk.” 
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5.6.1 Recalling the Desert Hike 

In contrast to experiences of relational solidarity, experiences of imaginative 

solidarity, such as the desert hike described above, are recalled by participants with less 

emotional ambivalence, clearer meanings, and a sense of authenticity about what the 

immigration experience “is really like.”  In interviews months later, a participant of this 

hike recalls the elements of the experience. Jonathan recalled,  

I thought it was a haunting experience, mostly b/c we were, like, physically 
walking in the tracks of these people, a matter of hour or days before they had 
been there. I was also put off by some people in the group, like this one time we 
came across a shoe …  And they would be like, ‘Oh, this is so awesome’ and they 
would pick it up and take a picture with it. And I was like, ‘That is so 
disrespectful.’  Not disrespectful, but ignorant. It’s not an amusement park or 
some archaeological dig. This is a part of someone that they have left in the 
desert. Overall I thought the experience was great to be in that physical place 
where migrants were … [The hike was] physically exerting, even though we went 
a very small portion of what migrants actually do … It was cool to not just read 
about it or hear someone, but to physically use your body.   

Gary: What did it mean for you to come upon those things? 

Jonathan: I think about what or who those objects represent. These people who 
are leaving their homes, leaving their families, to go and pursue a better life in the 
US. It’s very, tragic, I don’t know, it’s very hard that people would have to make 
those decisions to balance how I best provide for my family. People die in the 
desert. 

Jonathan articulates the level of emotion possible from this experience of 

imagined solidarity. This depth of emotion results from physical activity in the actual 

space that migrants themselves pass through. This participant’s own physical re-

enactment of migration primed an imaginative grasp of the starkness of the migration 

experience. Beyond mere physical re-enactment, though, this hike involved an encounter 

with migrant artifacts—a shoe that had been left behind and an informal prayer shrine. 
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During the hike, Jonathan and most of his group had acted reverentially towards these 

objects. Participants would quiet down to a hush as they first encountered the objects. 

They mostly avoided touching the objects. There was one group member who made light 

of the shoe, treating it with comedic actions like cheesy grins and picture poses. 

Jonathan’s critical comments about this mocking reaffirms that for most members of the 

group these objects evoked strong, clear meanings about migrant suffering that provided 

a rudimentary sacredness.  

The intensive effect of the hike, and the encounter with immigrant artifacts, 

occurred on one other hike as well. A Sojourner University participant, Jennifer, 

described the effect the desert hike had on her: 

I think that was another part of the trip that I really connected with the migrants. 
Just walking as normal people trying to cross, even [knowing] that we didn’t 
really get the full experience because these people [migrants] walk in groups and 
there is someone telling them they have to walk fast. We got to walk through the 
desert at our own pace, you know, where you could observe and see what’s 
around. Just being in the desert made me think, ‘Oh my god, this must be 
horrible.’  It must be horrible trying to walk there under this amount of heat. But I 
think that the desert is a critical part of the BorderLinks experience because it 
really shows you [the suffering of migration]. That’s what’s really difficult to 
express to people [back home] sometimes, because when you’re in the desert you 
are in yourself being in a way a migrant. What makes these people so different is 
not much, they’re still people…. It’s an important part of the experience because I 
felt [at that moment] I’m a migrant right now, I’m walking. 

In reference to the same hike, Wilbur recalled the encounter with an immigrant 

artifact: slashed water jugs that had been left by humanitarian aid activists. I asked, 

“What was the hike in the desert like for you?”  Wilbur replied: 

We got to see some pretty interesting stuff. We got to see jugs that had been 
recently slashed. We got to hear stories from Brian [the humanitarian aid activist 
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guiding the hike] about what it is like for migrants crossing the border. … What I 
remember from that part of the trip was that story that Brian told us about. [The 
story was about] a man whose own children were vomiting in the desert, but he 
saw another guy in his group who had brought the wrong shoes and he offered to 
switch his shoes. That even in situations of desperation there are moments of 
kindness. 

Others on this hike recalled the slashed bottles and their ability to evoke stark 

meanings about the desert. During an interview, Julia said it was “good seeing the bottles, 

and seeing the bottles slashed and feeling the heat.”  She said that Brian’s comments 

helped to bring together the messages of the desert for her. About the same hike, Joseph 

commented that it was “shocking” to him that someone would slash water bottles. His 

reflection about the reality evoked by immigrant artifacts hints at the power of 

experiences during a desert hike. He realized through the desert hike that slashing water 

bottles “ is like killing [the migrants]”. 

5.7 Challenges to Imaginative Solidarity   

As with relational solidarity, the experiential authenticity of imaginative solidarity 

is also challenged. The danger for imaginative solidarity is that the attempt to understand 

the migrant through a desert hike becomes an imitation of what migrants go through. The 

danger is not that what is learned or felt is fake; after all, the Thomas theorem applies 

here: “when men define situations as real, they are real in their consequences” (Thomas 

and Thomas 1928). The danger is that participants might try to claim too much from the 

hike: that the experience for participants is the same as the experience of migrants during 

migration. The danger, using Baudrillard’s words, is the “prescession of the simulacra” 

(2010 [1981]: 1). For Baudrillard the rupture between reality and the representation of 
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reality has deepened in late modernity, making it possible that representations of reality 

(such as an imaginative desert hike) become unmoored from reality and begin referring to 

themselves instead of the original reality. In our case, this means that desert hikes could 

become over-produced, made to feel like a “real” migrant experience by referencing 

components of the migrant experience. The authentic feelings of the hike could rupture as 

participants see their activity as a non-real production to be consumed. 

Where a desert hike is most vulnerable to being experienced as fantasy is in what 

Baudrillard calls the distinction between pretending and simulating (Baudrillard 2010 

[1981]). In pretending, the separation of fantasy from reality is clear since participants 

know that they are pretending. In simulating, the distance between fantasy and reality is 

infinitely large, so large that the distance can go unnoticed. In these situations, 

Baudrillard argues that an experience (a desert hike) will end up refer to itself instead of 

reality (a migrant’s journey).  

Desert hike participants are in fact situated somewhere in the middle of the 

spectrum from pretending to simulating. Participants say the desert hike was not real; 

after all, who are they to claim that what they did could match up to the suffering of the 

migrants?  In other words, they are aware that a desert hike is an activity that pretends to 

be a migrant journey. At the same, participants assert that the embodied repercussions 

and the experiential lesson of the hike are real. Otherwise the physical and emotional 

impact that participants feel would be illusionary or false. The large majority of 

BorderLinks participants experienced the hike neither as pretend nor as mere simulation. 
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As if Baudrillard’s warning echoed in their ears, most participants were careful not to 

claim that they themselves have had the “migrant experience.”  

How do desert hikes avoid the danger of simulation while also generating the 

imaginative experience of solidarity? In an analysis of simulation activity among boxers, 

Hoffman argues that simulated punching prepares group understanding of future action 

that is risky (Hoffmann 2006). Fundamentally, simulation is based in the “everyday 

ontology” of participants: an inter-group consensus that the shared activity is a realistic 

approximation of some other “real” activity. Sparring and hiking in the desert share this 

aspect. But Hoffman argues that sparring in the gym prepares boxers for a risky future 

activity by incorporating playfulness, creativity, and transponsability beyond the spaces 

in which they occur. These other characteristics of simulation do not appear to hold for an 

imaginative strategy of solidarity such as a desert hike.   

Strategies of imaginative solidarity like a desert hike are complex simulations that 

require an external guide whom binds tacit agreement in the authenticity of the 

simulation, as well as a specific geographical space that provides “real” props for the 

unreal simulation. Sparring partners prepare for a future activity that they want to be 

successful. In contrast, desert hikers get one shot: the desert hike is either authentic or it 

is not. They are not prepping for a future action they will do; they are mimicking an 

action that unseen others do. Where sparring reduces the risks of a future activity, 

simulations dramatically increase the risk and foreshorten risk to be present in the 

simulation itself. If the simulation of a desert hike is experienced as dangerous, difficult, 

358



 

 

and authentic, then the simulation succeeds spectacularly. If the simulation fails there is 

relatively little cost: participants still get to view the desert.  

Here I consider why this type of imaginative solidarity resonates with participants 

on immersion trips. I show how guides simplify cognitive experience, how the setting 

anchors the real, how the embodied earning of experience in the setting rescues 

simulacra, and how symbols motivate long-term involvement.  

  

5.7.1 Guides  

An element of the success of desert hikes comes through the interpretive work of 

guides. Guides pre-select a path to walk on. With humanitarian activist bibliographies 

they provide credibility to what they say and do in the desert with participants. Their 

knowledge and commitment to migration-related issues are on display. The stories they 

tell hone in on precise themes about migrants, particularly their simplicity of motives and 

their generosity with other migrants in the desert. They also tell stories about violence 

and suffering in the desert, anchored through stories of events they have been involved 

with. These are precise narratives attuned to imparting a themes and a moralized 

message. Whether or not participants agree with all the guides say, guides provide a 

coherent presentation about the desert that contrasts with the fractured messages that 

participants receive through interactions of relational solidarity (Feldman 2007).  
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5.7.2 Setting 

The desert environment is an unfriendly environment to outsiders, but is 

particularly effective as a stage since it is a natural environment over-flowing with 

tangible danger. Pre-existing cultural narratives about the wilderness of the desert 

emphasize its starkness, danger, and loneliness (Taylor 2007b). Before and during hikes 

participants have heard of deaths in the desert, the dangerous changes in temperatures, 

and the lack of water. The desert of obstacles confirms what has been heard. In a short 

hike playfully guided near the road outside Ciudad de la Luz, Derek walked into painful 

burrs. On the hike with Sojourner University, the guide intentionally let the group get lost 

from the main trail. Despite being twenty feet from the proper trail, no participant could 

easily find it.  

In contrast to the interactions of relational solidarity, there is little “backstage” for 

the production of experience in the desert (MacCannell 1989).  Even though there are 

aspects of interpretation and performativity by the guides of desert hikes, the material for 

the construction of the experience is visibly transparent to participants. Participants 

encounter water jugs, walk migrant trails, and see federal immigration agents on patrol. 

This thin cultural production space makes the emotions and meanings of the experience 

more accessible and trustworthy than the shards of conversations with migrants. 
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5.7.3 Embodied “Earning” of the Experience  

 Imaginative solidarity works partially because participants make it work—they 

earn the experience. Participants actually walk trails, they sweat under the sun, and they 

thirst for the water in their bottles. A desert hike involves getting a feel for the space 

while simultaneously getting a feel for what happens in the space (Bourdieu 1990 

[1980]). Most participants have no practical knowledge of desert space, a fact verified by 

the surprise participants express after they land in Tucson, a place with more green 

shrubbery than the sand-duned deserts of media representations. Because of this large gap 

between the reality of space and bodily knowledge of it, numerous mistakes and 

accidents are possible, but so too are new understandings and feelings (Bourdieu 2000). 

In the shortness of breath, the prick of thorns, and the feelings of thirst, participants feel 

the impact of the environment.  

The intensive bodily experience of the desert hike is a dramatic shift from the 

discourse-focused emphasis of relational solidarity. In contrast to relational solidarity, 

during desert hikes messages about the desert—and by extension about immigration—

enter as part of an embodied process of cognition. Information, emotion, and bodily 

experience coalesce together, so that the meaning of an experience is built into the 

experience itself (Ignatow 2009; Lizardo 2004). The physical mode of encountering the 

desert environment leads to knowledge about the environment that is directly connected 

with the challenges and dangers of the desert.  
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This mode of learning about the desert is directly parallel to migrants’ experience 

of the desert. This does not mean that the ensuing meaning about the desert is the same, 

but the similarity in encountering the shared environment provides an embodied bridge 

that results in participants feeling as if they have had an experience similar to migrants. 

By going through the physical motions of being a migrant, participants take away a 

bodily-authenticated sense of migrants’ experience (Wacquant 2004). Whether this 

experience is phenomenologically equivalent to migrants’ actual experience is 

unimportant; it is part of a process of constructing a particular view of migrants.  

 

5.8 Construction of Evoking Symbols 

Every desert hike contains the three elements just mentioned above: the desert 

setting, a guide, and the embodied earning of experience. What can make the emotional 

and moral impact of some of the desert hikes particularly meaningful, though, is the 

encounter with migrant artifacts.  

 On four of the five desert hikes I participated in, participants encountered 

artifacts in the desert. In two of these hikes, the encounter with migrant artifacts 

developed into a striking process of localized symbol construction during which the 

found artifacts became evoking symbols. On the hike with Justicia College, participants 

came upon an abandoned shoe and prayer shrine. With Sojourner University, participants 

encountered slashed water jugs. On these two hikes, the migrant artifacts were identified 

by the guides as artifacts with histories tied to particular stories of migrant distress. In 
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these two instances, the guides were with participants as they encountered the artifact and 

encouraged participants to stop, engage, and reflect with the particular artifact.  

I conclude this section by showing how this localized process of symbol 

construction animates imaginative solidarity and creates strong residual effects. 

In many descriptions of symbols in social movements, symbols are relatively non-

local and pre-existent. The analytical focus has been to either show how people come to 

align with a  symbol (Jasper and Poulsen 1995; Snow and Benford 1988) or how a 

symbol’s meaning is remade to fit a movement’s goals (Riesebrodt 1993 [1990]; 

Zubrzycki 2006). In an important piece showing the connection of symbols to 

mobilization, Jasper and Poulsen demonstrate a gradual shift in the web of meanings 

revolving around the characterization of abused animals (1995). They explain that 

“condensing symbols” occur when meanings become so well-developed and coherent 

that a single symbol can condense these meanings and motivate a connection to a 

movement, even among persons with no pre-existing connections to the movement.   

In contrast to this characterization of symbols, the imaginative routines of desert 

hikes can generate completely new, localized symbols based on immigrant artifacts. 

Migrant artifacts such as shoes become evoking symbols that articulate information about 

suffering, heighten the feeling of solidarity, consolidate emotions, and sustain moralized 

judgments about the desert. Evoking symbols are generated through a combination of the 

desert space in which migrant artifacts are found and the interpretive work of guides that 

lead hikes. Discarded objects that express basic human needs, such as clothing and water, 
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are strikingly out of place in a rough environment, suggesting something gone wrong. In 

the desert setting, these objects index the level of harshness and the thin margin for 

survival (Rappaport 1999). Local guides interpret these objects, explaining why they are 

important for migrants passing through the desert. In the stories guides tell about 

individual migrants, they personalize the artifacts, enhancing their emotional and moral 

weight. Local symbols have a high level of both empirical credibility and experiential 

commensurability for participants (Snow and Benford 1988). The participants have seen 

the symbols, placed their body in the desert, and felt the setting of suffering.  

An aura of sacredness envelops evoking symbols, suggesting the meaning and 

moral power they have (Durkheim 1912 [1995]). Most participants stoop near objects and 

become quiet when they come upon them. When Ronald began to take a mocking picture 

of the shoes, other participants disapproved. Jonathan’s post-trip comments about his 

disapproval of Ronald shows that the moral power of the objects in that moment had 

continued forward into the future. In both hikes that produced evoking symbols, 

participants considered removing them so that they could take them back to share with 

other audiences. They were aware of the symbolic power that a stabbed jug or lost shoe 

had to communicate to others since they were strongly communicating messages about 

the desert to themselves. This desire for “symbolic extension” is evidence of the ability of 

evoking symbols to portray suffering (Alexander 2002).  

Evoking symbols are similar to condensing symbols in their ability to portray 

suffering. However, while condensing symbols are well-worked images that propel 
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viewers towards action, evoking symbols require interpretation by guides and do not 

directly suggest action that could or should be done. Evoking symbols do generate 

moralized emotions of shock, anger, and disgust. These emotions showed up in 

interviews months later, as participants recalled the desert hikes and the artifacts they 

encountered. They evoke concern that stays with participants and animates their desire to 

share their experience of the desert.  

When combined together these four elements of desert hikes generate strong 

feelings of authentically knowing what a migrants’ journey through the desert is like. 

Simultaneously, these elements anchor hikes in physical reality to prevent them from 

becoming experiences of simulation that focus on the participants’ hike instead of that of 

migrants.  

5.9 The Importance of Imaginative Solidarity in Transnational Activism 

Imaginative solidarity goes beyond relationships with actual persons to a 

relationship with the imagined other through embodied exercises that replicate the 

context of suffering. Imaginative solidarity taps an experiential desire that characterizes 

the modern project of identity formation (Taylor 1989a). Imaginative strategies, like the 

desert hike, engage an orientation with being able to experientially understand a situation 

that is unlikely or even impossible to happen to the person who is imagining.  

Strategies for generating imaginative solidarity have had a central role in other 

mobilization contexts. On collegiate campuses in the 1980’s, “shantytowns” built to 

resemble the ramshackle, haphazard, impoverished communities of black South Africans 
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were a central part of student-led campaigns for divestment (Soule 1997). Set up to 

symbolically clash with the finely manicured quad of colleges as a shaming process, 

shantytowns were a centerpiece of the student movement. Beyond overt symbolism 

oriented towards a goal of divestment, shantytowns were also an imaginative strategy of 

solidarity. For the students who constructed the shanties and slept in them, there was 

likely an experiential element of “living as they do,” of imagining solidarity with people 

they would never meet. As Soule notes, “the shantytowns provided a graphic 

representation of the evils of apartheid, and thus helped to mobilize potential participants 

to act on behalf of people in a very distant land” (Soule 2001: 172). 

There are a wide range of parallel examples in which individuals generate the 

simulacra of the conditions of social suffering in order to produce an embodied 

experience of these conditions in a way that books, presentations, and even conversations 

may fail to do. Recently, “tunnels of oppression” have made the rounds of college 

campuses, in which participants are placed in physical settings that replicate various 

social injustices, including discrimination by race, gender, sexuality, or handicap 

(Arizona 2006). Imaginative strategies of solidarity have a long history among 

conscience constituencies who seek to act on behalf of others (Oxfam America 2010). 

Imaginative solidarity during travel moves the problem of “distant suffering” beyond 

representation to experience, since individuals actually enter replicated conditions of 

suffering (Boltanksi 1999 [1993]).  
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It is not clear from the few analyses of imaginative solidarity what makes them 

influential in one movement but not in another. From the analysis of desert hikes, it 

seems likely that numerous elements are important not just for generating the experience, 

but for preventing the experience from being perceived by participants as a useless or 

even mocking simulation.  

5.10 Conclusion   

International immersion travel is a venue where the processes and potentials of 

solidarity within social movements come to the fore. Immersion travel relies on relational 

interactions and imaginative experiences to reveal the life conditions of the places that 

participants visit. In transnational settings aimed at motivating conscience constituencies 

to act on behalf of “others,” the priority of solidarity is neither about forging a common 

identity nor about infusing a common frame of understanding. Instead, transnational 

solidarity is primarily about producing moralized conceptions of an unjust situation, 

nurturing emotional bonds of commitment to those that suffer, and bodily experiencing 

the space of injustice.  

The two strategies of solidarity that I have identified as present in international 

immersion travel are based in strikingly different theoretical roots, have different 

challenges to their authenticity, have varying potential in overcoming those challenges, 

and can have very different residual effects. Through relational solidarity participants 

interact face-to-face with migrants, learning the details of their migration journeys and 

the obstacles they have faced. This is an example of what has been called the rationalist 
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approach to understanding suffering, based in discursive communication (Kurasawa 

2007). I have shown that transnational relational solidarity often results in an inefficient 

process of cognition, confusing emotional outcomes, and unconsolidated meanings about 

the causes of immigration. After participating in relational solidarity, participants may 

walk away with new information and sympathetic feelings, but these are generated with 

great difficulty. The residual impact of relational solidarity in the context of immersion 

travel is the sensation of face-to-face encounters that produce a memory of the human 

aspect of immigration.  

Through imaginative solidarity participants engage in activities that produce a 

simulation of the experience of migrants, learning firsthand the difficulties and suffering 

of the immigration process. Without the awkward situational footings of face-to-face 

encounters, imaginative solidarity offers a “cleaner” encounter with the realities that are 

being investigated.  Without the multiple messages and meanings that arise in face-to-

face encounters, imaginative solidarity is less taxing cognitively in adding up to a 

coherent meaning from a situation. Imaginative solidarity also taps a greater emotional 

scale. The physical experience of imaginative solidarity produces sensations of 

accomplishment and success in having achieved a meaningful experience. Imaginative 

solidarity is also a fertile ground for the production of local symbols. Migrant artifacts 

found in the desert can become evoking symbols that tie together messages and emotions 

in a long-lasting way. The danger in imaginative solidarity is a plummet into the 

simulacra, in which reality recedes into a fantastic model of reality that is disconnected 

from the real. However, the grounding in desert space, the interpretive role of guides, and 
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the embodied experience of walking prevent the activity from feeling inauthentic. 

Instead, participants come away with a strong sense of understanding what immigration 

must “really be like.”   

The interactive processes I have theorized as strategies of solidarity can help to 

account for different outcomes of mobilization through experiential immersion travel. At 

the very least they help to understand how transnational solidarity works across distance 

and difference. Strategies of solidarity focus analytical attention on the interactive base of 

solidarity formation and the resulting hurdles and possibilities that come from 

transnational interaction. 
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6. THE STABILITY OF UNSETTLED TIMES: SLEUTHING, STORY-TELLING, 
AND STYLES OF SHORT-TERM INTERNATIONAL IMMERSION TRAVEL 

 

 Most activities, speakers, and even meals are the same on a weeklong 

BorderLinks immersion trip. However, there are striking differences between groups in 

how they move through the interactions and activities that comprise a week of immersion 

travel along the U.S.-Mexico border. For example, over the course of six immersion trips 

I observed some groups that accepted migrant stories as representative testimonies of 

suffering in contrast to other groups that questioned migrant stories as just one account in 

a field of competing viewpoints that were all problematic. For some groups, emotional 

reactions to migrant testimonies were indicators of deepening personal commitment, 

while for others emotions posed a hurdle to level-headed examination of immigration 

issues. While generally liberal in their political orientation towards immigration, groups 

differed in how they gathered the experience during their travel as well as how they 

imagined future action.  

Southern Seminary interacted with migrants gingerly, placing emphasis on the 

ability of individual stories that they heard during the week to reveal the dynamics of 

immigration. With local activists, members of Southern Seminary inquired about why 

they became involved and how they stayed motivated. For Southern Seminary, emotions 

connected them with what they learned and signaled their openness to the experience. In 

contrast, Justicia College participants collected stories during the trip through continual 

questioning, as if they were piecing together a puzzle. They gathered the outlines of a 

larger borderland drama that contained multiple, conflicting accounts. They tried to 
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emotionally distance themselves from the stories as a way to keep their analysis of 

perspectives and discourse clear.  

Faced with the pragmatic demand of expected future action, groups also began to 

imagine what they could do in response. The range of imagined future action was 

narrowed by the range of legitimate actions practiced in their sending organizations, as 

well as the practical demands of organizational environments participants anticipate 

returning to. Participants from Southern Seminary first imagined responses in relation to 

their concrete roles as ministers-in-training. They wondered how to preach about the 

border to their congregants back home. In contrast, participants with Justicia College 

imagined themselves at the beginning of a lengthy process of intellectually 

comprehending the issues related to the borderlands. A third group, St. Michael’s Church 

imagined a small amount of awareness-raising connected to their church or professional 

occupations, which they could fulfill relatively easily. 

But why do groups gather information and imagine future action so differently 

while partaking of the same experience?   

This puzzle provides an empirical opportunity to address how culture shapes 

action during periods of intentionally produced unsettledness and how differences 

between groups in these periods influence trajectories of participant mobilization into 

new action. BorderLinks is an ideal location for a focus on the group-level, since, as I 

have argued, BorderLinks’ practices leave a large amount of cultural space for the diverse 

groups who come. As recent research has suggested, the variation between groups in the 
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same volunteer or travel experience can help to account for differences in outcomes of 

these experiences (Beyerlein et al. 2011; Kelner 2002; McAdam and Brandt 2009). 

Paying attention to the styles of groups not only not only emphasizes the diversity of 

civic action within the same organization, but looks to that diversity for understanding 

how cultural shapes experience during the intentionally-produced unsettledness of 

immersion trips (Lichterman 2005). 

In this chapter, I show how the diverse institutional origins of immersion travel 

groups indirectly influence practices of gathering information and imagining future action 

through distinct group styles (Eliasoph and Lichterman 2003). I argue that one way 

culture works during the unsettled moment of short-term immersion travel is initially 

through group styles that orient practices rather than discursive resources which are also a 

part of interpreting experience, but entail a different moment of culture  (Swidler 2001; 

Vaisey and Lizardo 2010).  

At BorderLinks, group styles influence the valuation of new information, the 

management of emotions, and the legitimacy of particular forms of imagining action for 

(possible) future behavior. Group styles flexibly structure the experience, providing a 

stability that carries the group through a period of produced unsettledness from the 

moment of departure for the U.S.-Mexico border to the moment of return from the U.S.-

Mexico border.  

Indeed, this stabilizing cultural element helps to make transformative strategies 

like short-term immersion travel possible. 
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Accounting for this unspoken stability is important because it undergirds psycho-

social continuity from the liminal, exciting experience to participants’ biographies and 

day-to-day organizational affiliations (Turner and Turner 1978). The organizations that 

send participants implicitly trust that these produced transformative experiences will do 

something to individuals, but not too much since, after all, the individuals must return to 

their origin. At this level of culture, short-term immersion travel is rather conservative 

strategy of transformation, since it occurs within groups from pre-existing organizations. 

It does not problematize the feeder organizations’ existence, but actually introduces 

participants to new experience through the familiarity of their organizational affiliation 

and provides a stock of new experience that could become a part of organizationally-

sanctioned personal changes. Participants may feel transformed or new in some way, but 

participants generally complete the experience in sync with the roles and expectations of 

the organizations they began the journey with.  

The diversity of groups studied in this research provides a unique opportunity to 

isolate how sending organizations structure groups’ experiences of short-term immersion 

travel. This approach reorients the dominant perspective in how short-term immersion 

travel influences individuals’ lives. To date the majority of research on this mechanisms 

has focused on the characteristics of individuals (Beyerlein et al. 2011; Priest and Priest 

2008; Trinitapoli and Vaisey 2009; Ver Beek 2008), the overall emotional experience 

(Nepstad 2004), or the discursive themes connected to what participants encountered 

(DeTemple 2006; Howell and Dorr 2007). Each of these is an important element, but 
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these approaches leave out the strong shaping influence of group styles and the variability 

between them. 

In this chapter I begin with a description of how short-term, international 

immersion travel violates some sociological understandings of how culture shapes action. 

I clarify how culture may work during unsettled moments and what this means for the 

trips studied here. The remainder of the chapter is devoted to showing the styles at work 

among a number of the groups.  

 

6.1 The Condition of Unsettledness 

Somewhat surprisingly, despite the overwhelmingly group-based nature of these 

experiences, the literature on STINTs has not focused on how the processes of diverse 

participating groups impacts the experience of unsettledness. Concepts such as comunitas 

and collective identity have been central to this line of work, but are often posed as 

generalized cultural processes that occur under similar travel conditions and therefore 

have generic results for participants (Kelner 2010; Kelner 2002; Smelser 2009; Turner 

and Turner 1978). Research about the efficacy of these experiences at the individual level 

assumes a uniformity about what happens within the experience, even when admitting 

that the experiences can vary widely (Beyerlein et al. 2011; Priest et al. 2006; Priest and 

Priest 2008; Trinitapoli and Vaisey 2009; Ver Beek 2006; Ver Beek 2008).  

There are a number of reasons for this relative agnosticism concerning the role of 

group processes in STINTs. First, most studies of these experiences have had relatively 
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little variability in the types of groups going through similar experiences, in effect 

controlling for (and thus leaving out) group influences that have a lineage prior to the 

experience itself (Belhassen 2009; Belhassen et al. 2008; Howell and Dorr 2007; Kelner 

2002; Smith 1996). Second, some of the literature has been overly guided by the concept 

of “mission trips” when there is evidence that a wide range of religious denominations 

encourage STINT travel and that differences exist within this moniker (Trinitapoli and 

Vaisey 2009; Wuthnow 2009). My avoidance of the phrase “mission trips” makes this 

diversity visible, a diversity which strategically explored could lead to greater 

understanding of STINT’s in general. Third, when evangelical groups have been 

analyzed, the analysis has tended to move towards a level of evangelical discourse that 

appears more monolithic than might actually be the case if different groups within one 

setting were studied simultaneously (Belhassen 2009; Howell and Dorr 2007). Finally, as 

research on civic practices has shown, accounting for discourse is only one part of 

accounting for the way culture works (Lichterman 2005). 

 

6.2 Cultural Concepts and the Condition of Unsettledness 

Routine-shattering experiences such as STINTS are a Mobius strip of culture: 

they are organizationally sanctioned strategies of action that rely on instability but expect 

participants to reintegrate back into their normal organizational roles as changed selves. 

As Kelner (2002) has suggested after reviewing tourist and anthropological literature on 

such experiences, they can produce either conservative or revolutionary outcomes in 
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participants. Most organizations indirectly assume the re-integrating effects of STINTs 

on participants, but also expect that new understandings and action to ensue. BorderLinks 

trips, in particular, expect this.   

STINT’s present a problem for a sociological analysis of how culture works since 

unsettledness, even of the produced variety, is a condition generally at odds with 

mainstream accounts of culture that assume stability in patterns of action and the material 

structure of life (Bourdieu 1990 [1980]; Swidler 2001; Vaisey 2009). The settledness of 

space and time is a relatively unarticulated scope condition among many approaches to 

culture, which makes their usage difficult when studying STINT’s. In Swidler’s (1986; 

1995; 2001) influential version of how culture works, the condition of settledness 

inhabits a central if under-articulated role. Three layers of culture vary according to levels 

of explicitness and coherency, “working” differently in each layer (Swidler 2001). The 

majority of social life is dominated by common sense culture which is widespread and 

thus provides a relatively conflict-free way of moving through the social world. The 

second layer of culture, tradition, is less widespread and specifically connected with a 

particular social group or institution. Like common-sense it is still generally taken for 

granted, but needs reworking and reinterpretation to remain so, which opens tradition to 

conflict and change. Both of these layers of culture, though occasionally brought to 

reflexive consciousness by oppositional groups, are primarily guided by stable strategies 

of action instead of ideas (though ideas help to justify their meaning and existence). The 

third layer of culture—ideology—is not taken for granted, making it a highly contestable 

and creative space. Ideology is tied with a particular group that attempts to provide “an 
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articulated, self-conscious belief and ritual system, aspiring to offer a unified answer to 

problems of social action” (Swidler 2001: 96). In ideology culture is overt, concerned 

with ideas as much as practices, and oriented towards raising and answering questions of 

meaning instead of providing practical solutions.  

Though the concept of unsettledness is not systematically addressed throughout 

these layers by Swidler, we can infer its importance. First, though, we must distinguish 

between the instability of cultural repertories and the unsettledness of society itself. 

Swilder argues that normal social life is governed by common sense repertories that are  

more unstable (“more disjointed and less seamless” (Swidler 2001: 96)) than the systemic 

portrayals of culture by Clifford Geertz and Talcott Parsons that Swidler was responding 

to. One of Swidler’s accomplishments was to show that culture is not a coherent whole, 

but a fractured component of society that individuals can use as a resource (Martin 2010). 

The evidence for the instability of culture during settled times includes the multiple 

repertories available to individuals and the incoherency of accounts that individuals 

provide for the actual strategies of action they use. According to Swidler, these 

repertoires are useful and cohere due to the institutional context that individuals live 

within, allowing them to deploy known particular strategies of action to deal with these 

demands. In the evocative words of Swidler (1995: 30), “for most people most of the 

time culture is mobilized piecemeal, to tinker at the edges or to defend their existing 

patterns of life.”   
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When social unsettledness does occur, though, the instability of culture becomes 

increasingly plastic, creating the possibility that the repertoires assembled during settled 

times (and hence the action they are connected to) could become rearranged. During 

unsettled times, such as political crises, economic collapses, or massive military defeats 

culture works differently. During these episodes, “culture takes a more explicit, coherent 

form when people are reorganizing their strategies of action or developing new ones” 

(Swidler 2001: 93). Multiple aspects of meanings and practices are liable to change. How 

and why do unsettled times do this?  Unsettled conditions make old repertoires and 

strategies problematic because they fail when called upon to answer new problems. 

Unsettled moments provide the pragmatic motivation to explore new strategies of action 

since old practices no longer work. In unsettled times struggles over proper ends can 

inform the development of new repertoires and meanings. Unsettled times are opportune 

moments for ideology work that promotes alternative readings of reality and envisions a 

different world and a different way of acting within the world (McAdam 1988; Nepstad 

1997; Wuthnow 1989). Where settled times involve the unseen unity of theory and 

practice, unsettled times may involve a noticeable break between theory and practice 

(Bourdieu 1990 [1980]). In these spaces, action can be reflected upon, theorized, 

transformed, or discarded.  

At least two problematic issues remain, though, for understanding how culture 

works during unsettled times. First, with such a close focus on society and major social 

institutions, it is not clear how this version of unsettledness could be a useful concept to 

understand phenomena such as immersion trips, particularly since these involve 
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intentionally-produced unsettledness. The notion of unsettledness drawn by Swidler may 

be too binary, singling out grand moments of social upheaval as the dominant source of 

transformation. Second, the focus on rather public aspects of culture (repertoires, 

discursive resources) neglects the possibility that some aspects of culture may actually 

survive and work well during periods of personal unsettledness, while the public aspects 

of culture are being reworked. In other words, unsettledness does not necessarily mean 

complete culture collapse or failure, producing something along the lines of Bourdieu’s 

well-known “Don Quixote” effect (Bourdieu 2000). There may be a continuum of 

unsettled conditions, with various aspects of culture functioning differently along this 

continuum.  

In recent work, Lizardo and Stand (2010) have suggested that understanding 

culture in times of unsettledness requires attention to the cognitive roots of cultural 

theory. As part of a growing distinction between forms of cognition among cultural 

sociologists, they argue that Swidler’s theory is useful for thinking about discursive 

aspects of culture which are “scaffolded” by the immediate external world of material 

and institutions (Lizardo and Strand 2010). Practice theory, they argue, orients analysis 

towards the level of culture based in practical consciousness which is deeply embodied 

and less reliant on external “scaffolding” (Lizardo and Strand 2010; Vaisey 2008; Vaisey 

2009). In practice theory, culture is comprised of embodied patterns of action, socialized 

via regular experience in material and institutional environments, which can be 

transported out of those immediate environments as a skill that guides action in creative 

and pre-discursive ways (Lizardo and Strand 2010; Vaisey and Lizardo 2010).  
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The two forms of consciousness and culture (discursive and practical) “work” 

differently according to the stability in the surrounding socio-cognitive environment. The 

authors articulate a  gradient of possible unsettledness such that there is actually a space 

between stable and unstable environments, what they call “gaps in the institutional order” 

(Lizardo and Strand 2010: 13). These are crevices in which both discursive and practical 

consciousnesses are active but guide action through different mechanisms.  

As I have described STINT’s throughout this project, they fall precisely in this 

space. The unsettledness of STINT’s is a relative condition. Participants know 

unsettledness is coming and expects its benefits. If this was all the trips consisted of, 

however, they would be experienced as transparently inauthentic, a too-easy and 

predictable “event” instead of an experience. For most immersion trips, though, the 

precise conditions of unsettledness that participants will meet are unknown and the 

likelihood arises that participants, by moving into liminal time and space, may encounter 

a version of themselves or the world that is beyond their common experience (Turner 

1995; Turner and Turner 1978). Ideally, then, immersion trip conditions are unsettling 

enough to generate doubt, challenge, and questioning that is authentic, in the sense of 

being induced not solely by individual desire but by changes in actual external 

conditions.  

An example of this balance required to generate authentically induced 

unsettledness was the post-trip debriefing BorderLinks trip leaders would do about how 

“good” the most recent trip had been for participants. BorderLinks staff were particularly 

380



 

 

worried about the authenticity and power of the experience if participants had not met 

key speakers, had not done a homestay with a family, or had not had a chance to talk with 

migrants. The ideal structure of immersion trips is to adjust the physical context and 

introduce enough new experience to problematize easy repertories of explanation, but not 

to befuddle participants such that they feel completely ejected from their known cultural 

milieu. 

So, what happens culturally in this betwixt-and-between time and space that has 

been intentionally produced? Lizardo and Strand (2010) suggest that in unsettled space 

and time practical consciousness will continue to produce “regulated improvisation” 

whose roots lie below the level of discourse, but also that discursive consciousness may 

remain active through the use of pre-existing vocabularies of motive. From my research, 

this is partially correct, but needs adjustment based on the nature of intentionally-

produced unsettledness.  

First, as this chapter will argue, certain elements of culture are especially 

important in the initial behaviors of participants in intentionally-produced unsettled 

times. While participants talk quite a bit, and most eventually use some pre-existing 

repertoires of discourse to explain what they are seeing, I argue it is their shared 

behaviors that are important for initially creating cultural stability in an unsettled 

moment. Second, these aspects of practical consciousness cohere through the group styles 

of groups that participants travel with. The memory and familiarity of organizations that 

participants come from carry into the unsettled time and space. This is somewhat 

381



 

 

different from an argument based on shared habitus because, as I will show below, there 

are concrete cues within the group that help bring group style forward and the styles are 

less “deep” than habitus. A group style is likely more influenced by proximate conditions 

of organizational life than the deepest roots of habitus formation, such as childhood 

socialization and early material environments (Bourdieu 1979; Eliasoph and Lichterman 

2003; Lizardo 2004). Group membership can serve as a reminder of institutional order 

without, in fact, needing the predictable socio-cognitive scaffolding of an institution. 

Third, the stability provided by pragmatic group styles actually sets the conditions for 

creative ideological work that might happen during unsettled periods.  

In this way, the unsettled conditions of an immersion trip rely on the stability of 

group style to steady a group while other aspects of social context shift. This stability 

actually opens space for ideological and discursive reconstructions of cultural 

understanding; that reconstruction need not wait for the full social breakdown that is 

implied in Swidler’s model. On this discursive level, ideologically-minded entrepreneurs 

can capitalize on small gaps in cultural stability to introduce new meaning (something 

that the final chapter addresses). The chapter of this focus, though, is on how the group 

style aspect of culture guides initial group behaviors and sets patterns for differences in 

experience and future action. 

6.3 Clarifying Logics and Connecting to Styles  

The practices groups deploy in new experience are rooted to institutional logics 

through group styles that provide default ways of encountering and making sense of new 
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experience. Through an interpretation of literature on institutional logics, I show how and 

why logics are a starting place to determine differential group experiences during short 

term immersion travel.  

Early neo-institutionalists built on the concept of “logic to show how 

characteristics of organizations were structured by extra-organizational, population level 

influences such as legitimacy” (Dimaggio and Powell 1983). The concept of institutional 

logic referred to the coherent set of legitimated practices and meanings used and 

perpetuated by actors (individuals and organizations) residing within a specific field of 

social action. These practices and meanings are relatively unquestioned and provide a 

stability to social action within distinct fields of society (Emirbayer and Johnson 2008; 

Friedland and Alford). In Swidler’s (2001: 202) terms, institutions are “stable, patterned 

systems based around culturally defined purposes” whose logics guide action during 

settled times. 

Empirically, though, “an institution is a hard thing to pin down” (Mohr and 

Friedland 2008: 421; Polletta 2004), as is an institution’s corresponding logic. Varying 

approaches accent different aspects of institutional logics. Some research has moved 

fruitfully between organizational and social levels (Boltanksi and Thevenot 2006 [1991]; 

Breiger and Mohr 2004), pursuing the connection between cultural structures, their 

material arenas of instantiation, and the flow between the two. Among many cultural 

sociologists of the past decade the level of analysis for using the concept of logic has 

included individual actors in specific settings.  
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The recent “inhabited institutions” approach traces the way that institutional 

logics are negotiated in concrete organizational settings and  interpreted by individual 

actors (Binder 2007; Hallett and Ventresca 2006). The initial push of this approach was 

to reconnect higher-order institutional research with the symbolic interaction tradition 

that had, at one time, inspired it. As Hallett and Ventresca (2006: 226) write, “Institutions 

are not inert cultural logics or representations; they are populated by people whose social 

interactions suffuse institutions with force and local meaning.”  The logics of institutions, 

while influencing behavior through organizational action, are reanimated by individuals 

whose actions recreate and sustain organizations. Binder’s (2007) analysis of different 

units within the same organization challenges the idea that logics are like scripts, carried 

out by blithely unaware individuals. As her research site shows, individuals are familiar 

with multiple logics and have discretion as to their application in particular situations.  

The concept of logics at the micro level has been fruitfully employed in recent 

work on civic engagement. Perrin (2006) identified specific “logics of action” and 

“methods of involvement” that arose during deliberations within conversation groups in 

regards to specific social issues. Logics of action were the preferred ways that group 

members had for making sense of a social issue by virtue of the organizational contexts 

where discussion occurred. Different logics of action led to different ways of 

understanding problems and their appropriate resolution. Fundamentally, the idea of one, 

over-arching democratic imagination is understood by looking at “social and situational” 

(Perrin 2006: 19) contexts. 
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From this work on logics in social action a number of themes emerge that orient 

my work. An analysis of logics must articulate the relationship between organizational 

contexts where logics dominate, social “triggers” that produce usage of logic in other 

contexts, and why individuals might rely on these logics. Logics themselves are not 

templates of action, but structure how action is construed. I suggest the link between 

logics and their influence on travelers during STINT’s is best conceptualized through 

group style.  

The small groups on BorderLinks trips are connected to diverse feeder 

organizations such as religious congregations, seminaries, or colleges. Their roots in 

larger organizations influence their default ways of behaving in relation to new 

experience (Douglas 1987; Lamont 2000; Shore 1996). These pre-existing social logics 

combined with the unique group dynamics of immersion trips produce group styles which 

filter and guide the learning experience.  

The concept of group style has been prominently used by Nina Eliasoph and Paul 

Lichterman to account for the ways that particular combinations of norms, bonds, and 

boundaries facilitate or constrain civic engagement (2003; Lichterman 2005; Lichterman 

2006). With a title that echoes Swidler’s ground-breaking working nearly two decades 

earlier, Eliasoph and Lichterman argue that the concept “culture in interaction” prioritizes 

interaction between individuals based on shared membership in distinct organizations, 

introducing a level of culture that is not captured by Swidler’s focus on major institutions 

and stocks of repertoires. Specifically, a group style is posed as a mediating cultural 
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structure between individuals and institutions, helping to account for the autonomy that 

groups have to generate behaviors and meanings. Importantly, though, group styles are 

not identical to idiocultures (Fine and Fields 2008); instead elements of styles may be 

shared across groups that have similar institutional origins.  

Following religious groups providing social service across boundaries of race and 

class, Lichterman downplays the importance of abstract religious beliefs and shows how 

group norms of discussion and organization affect what groups do with new information 

or in new situations (2005). Elements of group style can also limit civic action, which 

Eliasoph explains as a result of the exclusion of certain topics and motivations from the 

domain of group activity (1997; 1998). In both of these empirical studies, the culture of 

groups is not a constant or air-tight resource that can be boiled down to specific beliefs, 

but instead is borne of the mixture of institutional origins, group relationships, and the 

pragmatic demands of situations. 

Much like cultural schemata, group styles can guide practical behavior, are 

situationally flexible (Sewell 1992), and provide a reasonable cognitive link to larger 

forces (Dimaggio 1997; Polletta 2004). Like schemata, group styles can tie situations, 

behaviors, and individuals together, making them a local-level translation of institutional 

logics. As I use them in this chapter, group styles provide familiar, legitimated ways of 

gathering in new experience and imaging future action. They are rooted to participants’ 

experiences of feeder organizations and are triggered by new situations with a particular 

group. Individuals are cued to employ styles based on the group that they are travelling 
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with but, importantly, have been steeped in the usefulness of doing so through their prior 

experiences within their organizational venues.  

In a study of student movement organizations in Brazil, Mische (2007) showed 

how institutional forces generated preferred “communication modes” in civil society. 

These modes, similar to logics, were grounded in the particular practices of thinking and 

organizing from the affiliation profiles of participants. Individuals developed institutional 

styles which were “the patterned ways in which actors in particular institutional contexts 

emphasize, combine, and move between these different communicate modes” (Mische 

2007: 187). One benefit of this approach, according to Mische (Mische 2003), is its shift 

from only analyzing the content of talk in social movements to a focus on the 

interactional contexts that define what behaviors are likely, what situations mean to 

participants, and how relationships form. She finds, for example, that the Catholic 

activists in her study demonstrated a relational style with each other and outsiders that 

downplayed partisanship and conflict, while encouraging relationship building. 

Styles do not primarily provide coherent answers about new information in terms 

of solving a problem. Instead, they provide ways to approach a problem. These ways 

have worked in the past for participants, given the connection between problem and 

answer in institutionalized culture (Lizardo and Strand 2010). Instead of being thrown off 

by new experience, the flexibility of group style provides a reliable guide into new 

experience. Styles shape the new experience in ways that are familiar to participants 

given the organizations they come from.  
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Because numerous potential styles exist at all times for participants when entering 

a new experience, the concept of cultural style leaves space for the possibility that 

participants could employ alternative styles if they were in a different group (Emirbayer 

and Johnson 2008). This approach leaves open the possibility that the same person could 

go on immersion travel experiences with different groups—and report drastically 

different ways of approaching the experience. In point of fact, this happened with a 

number of individuals who reported having done immersion travel in the past. They 

described these as “completely” different than when they had travelled with their church 

group or a Habitat for Humanity group. This approach also leaves open the possibility 

that groups could fail in cuing and enforcing a coherent group style that all participants 

participate in. One of the religious college groups I travelled with had two participants 

who wanted to practice a style that was more questioning, politically charged, and 

philosophically sophisticated; the two members doing so were socially excluded, 

becoming the focus of complaints and inside jokes from other group members. 

Group style helps to account for the patterned way that groups encounter new 

experience without the groups consciously deciding how they are going to work through 

the experience. These implications give a sense of why organizations so readily send their 

members on STINT’s. Sending organizations are not concerned that “anything goes” on 

trips, knowing that the familiar organization practices, cued by the groups that individuals 

travel with, will guide participants and ideally, help to recommit participants to the logics 

of the organization upon their return.  
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6.4 Two Axes of Group Style 

Over the course of six weeklong immersion trips, I observed how styles 

influenced two axes: the gathering of new experience and the imagining of future action. 

Table 6.1 shows the two axes by which to categorize styles: an experience gathering 

aspect and an imagining aspect. Each of the six groups I travelled with can be categorized 

in this table according to the way they gathered in the new experience and began 

imagining future action. I use examples primarily from three groups, Southern Seminary, 

Justicia College, and St. Michael’s Church, to show how these style elements work. 
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Table 6.1 Group Styles 

Axis One: 
Experience 

Gathering Style 

Axis Two: Imagining Style 

Personal Discernment Caring Awareness 
Pursuing 

Comprehension  

Story Building 
Southern Seminary; 
Eastern School of 

Theology 

St. Michael’s Church;
Central College 

n/a 

Sleuthing  Sojourner University n/a Justicia College 
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The first axis characterizes the style through which groups bring in aspects of new 

experience and encounter new information. The story building style sees the complexity 

of immigration revealed through individual stories. Instead of seeking a larger picture of 

immigration through numerous migrant accounts, individual migrant accounts are 

accepted as evidence of systemic processes occurring on the border. When interacting 

with borderland activists, this style orients travelers to focus on personal story as a data 

point by attuning to motivational biographies. Overall, story building groups are more 

likely to trust the accounts of all people they meet on the trip, but especially the accounts 

of migrants or activists instead of government authorities, whose personal story is 

inaccessible and possibly duplicitous. Finally, story building groups experience emotions 

as a tool of understanding during immersion travel, an important source of knowledge 

alongside others. Emotions are a prime piece of evidence to these travelers that they are 

open to others’ stories, as well as working as a building block for their own story.  

A second version of the experience gathering style I call sleuthing. The sleuthing 

style orients groups to gather information by weaving together individual pieces into a 

systemic understanding of the border. When interacting with migrants, participants 

process the accounts they hear as data points that reveal portions of larger, trans-personal 

forces structuring immigration. The sleuthing style is more likely to see all accounts as 

problematic, including those from immigrants and activists, not just governmental 

authorities. For these groups, accounts are seen as products of discursive positions in a 

field of multiple discourses and viewpoints about the border (Bourdieu 1990 [1980]). 

Accounts are performances that provide evidence of the interests and ideologies of the 
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account maker, pushing participants past personalistic details. Participants understand the 

experience through the picture that emerges from the system of accounts. Emotions are 

part of the experience for these sleuthing groups, but are seen as problematic to the extent 

that they cloud participants’ ability to competently analyze the numerous accounts that 

they encounter.  

In short, a story building style understands the U.S.-Mexico borderlands through 

attending to personal, authoritative stories that participants hear and which participants 

allow to influence them emotionally. In contrast, a sleuthing style sees the borderlands as 

a generalized puzzle in which many voices have interests that must be sorted through to 

properly understand the system, with emotions potentially derailing the process.  

The second axis in Table 6.1 shows the three styles of imagining response to the 

immersion experience. A later chapter analyzes what actually does happen in the future 

among participants; here, the focus is how groups influence what future actions can be 

imagined as possible or likely. How this imagining occurs varies by the group, such that 

the wide-open field of possible actions (“anything is possible”) is quickly narrowed to 

known patterns of action ( “some things are probable”) (Bourdieu 1990 [1980]). 

An imaginative style is a mixture of the legitimate repertoire of action from each 

group’s sending organization and the expectations of the roles to which participants will 

return to within those organizations. Each imagining style is characterized by a type of 

future practical action, the appropriate locus of responsibility for future action, and the 

time horizon for future practical action (Wagner-Pacifici 2009).  
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The first version of the imagining style I call personal discernment. Within this 

style, the unstated question about future action for participants is not, “What should I do 

with this experience?”, but “What should I do with this experience given that I am a in a 

particular situation as student/seminarian?”  Future action is conceptualized as individual 

action that is linked with forthcoming career plans. The time horizon is both short in 

terms of upcoming life changes (graduation) and long in terms of the future biographical 

arc that can be informed by this current experience (McAdam 1989).  

The second version of the imagining style I call caring awareness. The unstated 

question animating future action for participants in these groups is, “How could I raise 

awareness as soon as I get back home?”  The timeline of action for these participants is 

rather immediate, concerned with the right practical action to take when returning home 

(orthopraxis).  

The third version of the imagining style I call pursuing comprehension. Here, the 

practical demand felt by participants is to achieve right thinking (orthodoxy) about the 

topic of immigration. The unstated question is not, “What should I do with this 

experience?,” but “How can I better understand this experience, and also help others 

better understand this experience, so that something can be done?”  The time horizon for 

answering this unspoken question is long. The answer here is oriented both towards 

creating better “awareness” among local audiences and continuing to develop as an 

informed person as a step towards some longer-term response.  
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Together, these two axes of group style influence how new experience is filtered 

by participants, how initial meanings of the experience become authoritative, how future 

action begins to be imagined, and how seeds are sown for the (potential) continued 

influence of trips in participants’ lives.  

The aspects of style presented here are triggered by the very structure of 

experiential, immersion travel: a short trip to a foreign place with a group from a 

particular type of organization. However, given the numerous organizational spheres that 

are characteristic of American life any individual on an immersion trip is likely sensitive 

to multiple styles. The priority given to a particular style is cued by the group’s origins. 

As part of the quasi-total institutional conditions that small travel experiences groups 

create (Goffman 1961; Kelner 2010), individuals are cued by their common membership, 

the actions of fellow travelers and occasionally an overt leader into a certain style. It 

matters who immersion travelers travel with. This matters in a double sense, too, since 

BorderLinks’ various rules and expectations prevents groups from flipping into what we 

might call a tourist style of travel. 

The activation of group-specific styles in bounded settings helps to answer how 

similar immersion contexts produce divergent experiences. This also helps to explain 

what “religion” looks like on immersion trips, taking organizational origins and context 

into account beyond just individual religious affiliations or beliefs. For example, the 

sleuthing groups included individual members that were personally religious. In side 

conversations during travel, or after the trip, they noted that they had wanted to reflect on 
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their own spiritual story, use religious language, or share more emotions, all reminiscent 

of a story-building style they were familiar with from their participation in religious 

congregations. However, they felt they could not because of the boundaries defining their 

group’s shared approach to the trip. These individuals’ frustrations with their groups’ 

dominant style were noticeable in terms of what they thought was lost by a particular way 

of seeing the experience.  

 In the following I compare the behaviors of different groups confronting similar 

situations during their BorderLinks trip. I identify three components of group style that 

characterize groups and create different group experiences: how they navigate 

interactional boundaries with migrants, the treatment of personal motivations expressed 

by interlocutors, and the handling of emotions. 

 

6.5 Southern Seminary 

 The Southern Seminary group was a collection of seminary students and their 

professor, ranging in age from mid-20’s to second-career ministers in their 50’s. The 

seminary is affiliated with a number of mainline Protestant denominations and is located 

in a mid-size city in the Southern part of the United States. These students were from an 

experiential education class about immigration, part of the seminary’s curriculum to 

expose students to social justice issues as they learn to be religious leaders. Prior to 

coming to Arizona, the class met a handful of times to discuss two books that they read in 

preparation for the trip. The books were used to introduce issues surrounding 
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immigration from a theological point of view. This group of seven persons had two 

female members and five male members; three of the seven were African-American. 

 In terms of the group’s unique traits three elements stick out: the boundary they 

drew with conservative religious groups, their relatively low frequency of international 

travel, and the humor that they deployed throughout the week as a primary bond. Both 

the professor and students repeatedly drew contrasts to groups in the field of American 

religion as way of distinguishing their unique understanding and practice of religion 

(Lichterman 2008). On the first night that I was with the group, seated in the back of the 

12-passenger van on the way back from the airport, I asked some members about their 

seminary and the types of people who go there. As part of his response, Dan the group 

leader said that some of the people in the seminary, and many religious people, were 

taken with the efforts of nationally-known evangelist Joel Olsteen. According to Dan, 

Osteen’s message was about “praising [of God] versus the cross” as the centerpiece of 

faith. The problem with this approach, according to Dan, was that “you might as well just 

take the cross down and preach prosperity,” a reference to the “prosperity gospel” 

movement that is quite popular within a number of Black Protestant and White 

Evangelical Protestant denominations. Robert sarcastically followed this by saying that 

his fellow students should quit wasting their time at seminary and just go on television, 

sell oils, and lead a mega-church—all things that connote Joel Osteen and other 

marketplace preachers like him. These behaviors are all signs of “success” in the world of 

feel-good theology that these students were resisting, especially because of its disregard 

for social issues and suffering. Later during the week while travelling in Mexico, we 
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passed a Seventh Day Adventist Church, a religious group whose sectarian tendencies are 

at odds with the public theology approach of this group. Paul made an aside that “it’s nice 

to see they’re screwing up Mexico too.”  On the final day of the trip, the group engaged 

in a short discussion during a meal about “fundamentalists.”  According to their 

comments during this discussion, fundamentalists have no joy, no understanding of the 

role of doubt in faith, and no connection with the suffering of social injustice. These were 

all aspects distinct from the group’s approach to being religious, which aligned with 

members’ understanding of this trip as substantially different from the short-term mission 

trip movement. Much like the religious leaders and activists they were bound to meet 

during their week along the border, this group prioritized a public version of religion that 

downplayed personalistic concerns with individual salvation and emphasized a 

theological tradition that treats suffering as a sign of social injustice. 

 Over half the members of this group had not left the country prior to this trip. 

When we approached the U.S.-Mexico border crossing for the first time, they excitedly 

showed off their brand-new passports they had acquired for the trip. Most of the 

participants had some anxiety about travelling to Mexico, due to images that friends and 

family had of Mexico regarding safety and sanitation, even prior to the Swine Flu scare 

of 2009 and the rise in drug-related violence in the border state of Sonora in 2010.  

Participants from this group lacked the behaviors and bodily structures, common 

to most BorderLinks staff and many participants, which signaled alignment with 

alternative politics and consumption practices. By observation alone, this group’s average 
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bodily weight was the highest of any group I travelled with. The construction of food 

boundaries that has become quite common within American discourse was absent with 

this group. No one in the group was a vegetarian and only one member regularly ate 

organic food. While the group members willingly ate according to the BorderLinks-

enforced vegetarian diet during the week, they verbally longed for meat. When meat was 

served during our homestay in Mexico it was met with enthusiasm, as well as a sense of 

thankfulness for having had “real” Mexican food.  

 Throughout the week, the participants from Southern Seminary made humor a 

central part of the experience, whether in relation to other members of the group, the 

anxieties of border crossings, funny incidents, or retelling of favorite movies. Everyone 

laughed at the jokes and rolled their eyes as they continued, particularly since the two 

participants cracking many of the jokes were well known for doing so back at the 

seminary. Lines from Adam Sandler’s “The Waterboy” were oft-quoted, as were various 

pulpit-friendly jokes about religion. The seminary professor’s familiarity and 

accessibility with the students encouraged a relaxed environment in which individual 

students felt they could relate in ways different than the normal seminary environment. 

 

6.5.1 Southern Seminary Meets Migrants  

A common stop on a BorderLinks trips was at a for-profit “House of Hospitality.”  

Dozens of these sprang up all over Ciudad de la Luz, Mexico in the last ten years. Local 

migrant shelter workers suggested that a hundred or more were open in 2007 at the peak 
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of immigration across the U.S.-Mexico border. Migrants usually stayed at these places 

for a hefty fee, sequestered to them while their coyote finalizes plans for transportation to 

the border. The House of Hospitality that BorderLinks visited was always the same, 

based on a personal connection between a local migrant shelter worker and the owners. 

The rooms were overcrowded, the walls were dirty, and there was no personal space. The 

only symbols in the rooms were improvised drawings by immigrants scratched onto the 

walls.  

As Southern Seminary entered the darkened outer room of the House, the 

BorderLinks delegation leader provided no introduction to what the group was about to 

see or hear. Walking through the darkened first room in single file, the seven group 

members silently noticed the dirty walls behind a bunk bed wide enough to hold five or 

more adult men on each level. After a few more steps, we passed a makeshift kitchen 

with a well-worn open gas burner and a few unmatching pans. We turned a corner in the 

hallway and entered a courtyard that was open to the sky. The courtyard was surrounded 

on three sides by two floors of small bedrooms, each with a window and a door. The 

place had the feel of an old, Southwestern cinderblock motel. As we paused in the 

courtyard, our eyes adjusting back to the bright light, our delegation leader relayed what 

the owner had said to her upon entering: the place was empty today. Just as the group 

took in this information with an air of disappointment, a young man exited a room 

upstairs, walked downstairs, and passed our group on the way to the bathroom. The place 

was not empty after all. The young man was dressed in what appears to be a pair of worn 
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pants and a long sleeve shirt. As he passed, the on-site manager standing next to our 

delegation leader asked the weary (and wary) young man to speak to us.  

Our BorderLinks staff leader said to him (in Spanish), “these people are students, 

you can talk to us.”  The man was a little uncertain, particularly with the prospect of 

being in front of a group people early in the morning. He began to speak quietly, saying 

(through the interpreter) that he crossed into the United States through the desert eighteen 

days ago, but was caught and deported to Chiapas, his home state. If his next crossing 

attempt was successful, he would be headed to an urban area which happened to be in the 

same state in which the group’s seminary was located. At this was translated, a number of 

the group members expressed surprise, verbally exclaiming “Oh!” Beyond this brief 

exclamation, our group remained quiet, arranged in a semi-circle around the man, staring. 

One of our group finally ventured a question: “What type of work do you want?”  There 

were no other follow up questions. 

The entire interaction lasted about two minutes. As it closed, we each shook his 

hand. There were shy smiles from our group in lieu of Spanish language goodbyes which 

most of the group could not express. Then, Dan, the group’s theology professor, asked if 

we could say a prayer. We stared at the immigrant expectantly; he looked unsure. Our 

BorderLinks leader appeared caught off guard and uncomfortable as she translated this 

request to the immigrant. He replied with a shy nod. We bowed our heads and the 

professor began,   
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“God, bless him on his journey, that he is safe and strong, that he feels your 

presence and finds welcome and compassion from all. That he be treated like a guest and 

welcomed. May all his friends find the same hospitality. In Jesus’ name we pray.” 

 This unscheduled interaction with an immigrant was emblematic of how Southern 

Seminary related to migrants throughout the week. The group refrained from asking 

many questions, particularly at the beginning of each interaction. When questions were 

asked, they were usually few and directed at individual experience, such as where an 

immigrant was headed or what type of work they sought. On another day we stopped at 

La Corazon, a program that feeds migrants. This space was open for meal times in 

evening, when up to 100 migrants come through for food and a chance to sit. There were 

a number of old picnic tables, as well as scattered chairs that projected a comfortable, 

welcoming environment not far off a well-travelled road. On the wall was a large picture 

of the Virgin of Guadalupe and a small crucifix. At the time we arrived, the place was 

crowded with dozens of men sitting around, finishing generous plates of food. The 

director ushered us in and invited us to mingle among the migrants. 

As might be expected among a group of people not fluent in Spanish, most 

participants were shy about trying to interact with migrants. At this location though, with 

so many migrants that were recently deported, English was not uncommon. After our 

group’s poor Spanish-speaking ability became obvious, two migrants walked up to talk 

with myself and two other group members. The ensuing conversations were driven by the 

migrants. “Do you know a particular town in Missouri?,” one migrant asked. He then 
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invited over a friend of his, who he said was a dishwasher at an Outback Steakhouse in 

the United States. They told us about their connections in the United States and their 

experiences working there. As I stood with the group, quietly watching, few words come 

from the participants. It was actually hard to remain relatively quiet during this action, 

reaffirming to me the particular approach to interaction with interlocutors that this group 

displayed (and to which I was becoming attuned). 

In these examples of a story building style of gathering new experience, 

participants mostly absorbed the story unfolding in front of them when interacting with 

migrants. Participants did not have a roster of questions to probe with. They watched the 

elements unfold and took in the accounts that were provided by the immigrants. 

Participants seemed reluctant to probe the migrants for information, preferring to let a 

“natural” telling occur. In many occasions, this made for a one-sided interaction in which 

migrants were story-givers while participants were story-receivers. The story that a 

migrant provided was treated as a complete package, even if it was short or partial.  

 

6.5.2 Seeking Motivation 

Beyond the few opportunities to actually talk with migrants, much of a week with 

BorderLinks included interactions with activists and service providers along the border. 

After an informal presentation by an activist or service provider that ranged from 10 to 45 

minutes, participants had a chance to ask questions. Southern Seminary and other groups 

with a story building style of gathering the experience often prioritized discovering the 
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motivations of speakers that they met. The special access that a speaker might have to 

information about immigration was not as important as the story of why and how the 

speaker had come to be doing the work. On four different occasions the question of 

motivation was the first question, and sometimes the only question, asked by participants 

of Southern Seminary towards a speaker. 

After the meal service was done and the migrants were mostly gone from the La 

Corazon shelter, we sat down with one of the on-site organizers. She described that the 

work they do is done in the name of Jesus and God. With so many migrants coming 

through each day, she said they are constantly in need of resources. She claimed that, as 

with the story of loaves and fishes, sufficient food always seems to arrive so that no one 

goes away hungry. That’s the work of God, she explained. She talks about her work as an 

alternative version of evangelism, through tending migrants’ hunger and supporting them 

in their journey.  

After ten minutes listening to this energetic woman, the first question from a 

group member was: “Who inspires you, besides Jesus?”  The organizer laughed at the 

idea that something else besides Jesus would fill that role, then said she was actually 

inspired by the interest and responsibility shown by North Americans that visit. The next 

question from the group, though, did not leave the motivation theme, asking: “How 

important is daily prayer” to your work?  She chuckled again before stating that it was 

indispensable for her work, infusing a normal activity with deep meaning. Otherwise, the 

danger was to lose contact with the presence of God in the work. She mentioned the story 
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of Martha and Mary from the Gospel of Luke (10:38-42), which is a metaphor for two 

opposing models of work and prayer, to say that they go together. The group did not ask 

any additional questions of the woman.  

Among groups with a story building style, interactions such as this had a 

beneficent tunnel vision that focused attention on the story of person in front of the group 

and left blurry other parts of the work or the immediate environment of the activity. 

While talking with a woman with untold experience concerning migration, participants 

were most interested in the story of the woman herself. Participants wanted to know why 

she was involved. By asking these questions, participants implicitly acknowledged the 

importance of this person’s work within a much larger context of borderland struggle. 

However, by a collective focus the group displaced the speaker from a larger picture, in 

effect creating a personal story-teller out of a person who was attempting to represent a 

larger organization. The speaker’s usefulness for the group was as a story-teller of a 

personal narrative, not of a system of immigration.  

This story-building process occurred somewhat differently with activists and 

clergy than with migrants. Migrants’ stories were helpful for providing a narrative case 

that as a form of metonymy could stand in for a much larger story about the personal 

details of migration (Lakoff 1987; Polletta 2004). With this intense focus on an 

unsolicited individual story, though, the particular person of the migrant could recede. 

The lack of probing questions, while reflective of a level of respect for the coherency of a 

migrant’s story, also kept migrants at distance. The result of this distance was both clarity 
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about a particular migrant’s story and the ability for the particular story to stand in for 

other migrant’ stories. The prayer that Southern Seminary offered over a migrant could 

have been addressed to any migrant and, by being given to this migrant, was in effect 

offered to all migrants.  

Another outcome of this approach, which distances the particular and 

encompasses the general (as many good stories do), is it poses migrants as incapable of 

revealing other information, viewpoints, or attitudes. If Southern Seminary had asked 

activists about their spiritual motivation, why not do so with migrants as well? Spiritual 

motivations that could be useful to these participants came from the realm of choice and 

freedom of action inhabited by activists, not the realm of suffering and material 

determination inhabited by migrants.  

The speakers whose stories participants did feel comfortable probing were those 

from activists. Where migrants’ stories were left as relatively-untouched narrative 

objects, activists’ stories were elicited and prodded by the groups. The questions of 

participants turned activists into story-tellers, but directed towards the content of story 

that was most useful for the group. As we have seen, this usually meant personal 

motivations for the work. Ironically, these persons were the ones that might have had the 

experience from years of serving migrants to provide a coherent vision about migration, 

yet their personalized story was the group’s object of interest.  

In both of these interactions, participants were building stories. What migrants 

and activists could provide to this story building differed, but the group was attuned to 
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information that highlighted personal information and motivational processes over a 

birds-eye representations of the borderlands. 

 

6.5.3 Emotions of Dedication 

A part of story-building is how participants’ own stories begin to interweave with 

those that are being told to them. One hurdle to this, though, is the boundary such groups 

can create with migrants. However, one way past this hurdle was through emotions that 

provided a link between participants and migrant stories. During the week, the emotional 

life of Southern Seminary was on display, usually through reactions of anger, frustration, 

or disgust that were shared with the group. On the morning after Southern Seminary 

arrived at BorderLinks, as a way to provide an overview of the situation on borderlands, 

we watched the movie “Crossing Arizona” at BorderLinks. The video was edited in such 

a way to be emotionally powerful, with stark images of migrant suffering and mournful 

music at times. My field notes record that I wanted to cry during a long stretch of the 

movie that followed Mike Wilson, a member of the local T’ohono O’dham tribe.  

In the movie, Mike explained that a large percentage of border-crossing deaths 

happened on Native American land. Border enforcement agencies were allowed on the 

tribe’s land, but humanitarian aid agencies were not. Because of this, Mike said that only 

members of the tribe could do humanitarian aid work on the reservation. The reality, 

though, was that most would not. The video followed Mike on his solitary runs to put out 

water in a geographical area of the size of Connecticut. During one water drop on the 
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video, Mike met a migrant on a dusty, rocky road, under the sweltering sun on a 100+ 

degree day. The migrant told Mike he was lost from his group of fellow crossers, then 

explained that the only reason he came north was to raise money for his wife’s life-saving 

surgical operation. She was in Mexico with their children; he was lost in the Arizona 

desert. As they stood at the tailgate of Mike’s pickup truck on the side of the road, Mike 

gave the migrant water. He watched while the migrant drank it quickly. Then, Mike 

gently told him to walk the road until he encountered the Border Patrol. After all, it was 

better to be deported than to be dead. 

During our viewing, the group paid close attention to the video, especially since 

this was an introduction to the borderlands and issues that they did not know well. 

Immediately after the video, Paul said he was “pissed off.” He sat on the edge of the sofa 

with a tensed body. He said he understood “both sides” to the issue, but since he was in 

the ministry, this understanding made him emotional. The group did not probe this 

emotional response at this point, but also did not censor it either. At breakfast the next 

morning, Paul apologized to a few of us as we sat eating cereal and yogurt. His apology, 

though, led us back into a discussion of the film, so it was a way to re-engage the topic 

and clarify his emotional connection to what he was seeing. He explained that when he 

saw the dead body shown lying in the desert on the film, he was irritated that the U.S. 

government could willingly know about the deadly impact of channeling migrants into 

the desert, but still allow it to happen. He said to us, in a serious joke: “Why do people [in 

the U.S.] love Mexican restaurants but not the actual people?”   
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Other pieces of public emotion came up during the week with Southern Seminary. 

During a reflection midway through the week at the Alburgue de Fe y Asistencia, Kate 

said she had “anger at people at home” for their ignorance and nativism. Paul followed on 

this a few minutes later, saying “I have a lot of anger at the government…I just keep 

thinking of those ‘red dots’ on the map” of Southern Arizona provided by Humane 

Borders that signified where dead bodies were found in the desert. By end of the week, 

Jason shared with the group that he was frustrated and confused about how he was going 

to bring this experience home. 

These emotions did not become the foci of a group attempt to explain them away 

or suppress them. As they were expressed, the emotions were often connected with 

comments about the suffering of migrants along the border, the problems of border 

policies, and ignorance among the people they know back home. Emotions for this group 

were a way for them to signal to themselves and group members that they were gathering 

in the experience, allowing it to affect them. The emotions allowed a moralized 

conversation about the border to develop. Emotions actually facilitated participants’ 

construction of their developing story about the impact of the week on themselves. The 

emotions provided participants an opportunity to show their engagement with the realities 

they were encountering on the border, while also recreating a commitment within the 

group to taking the week’s experience seriously.  
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6.5.4 How the Story Building Style Works 

Styles, such as the story-building style, simplify the process of gathering 

experience, providing a tacit filter of what the group should pay attention to and how to 

begin responding to what they were seeing. For Southern Seminary, this meant 

recognizing the uniqueness of individual stories, with a basic impulse towards acceptance 

regarding the content and authority of those stories. Of course, the importance of story-

telling as a religious activity and a form of religious transmission is not new (Greeley 

1995). The impulse towards understanding life events in the form of narrative is only 

increased in modernity, which can require distinct accounts of action  (Taylor 1989a). 

Recent work on social movements has detailed the importance of story to model action 

for participants and motivates commitment. Sharon Erickson Nepstad (2004) has shown 

how narratives of religious transformation opened up possibilities of personal 

transformation to American witnesses to Central American violence, as well as provided 

templates of possible action (Polletta 2006). But the story-telling style I construct here 

was not about narrative content, but about the structuring of the BorderLinks experience 

through the form of story. As Bender (Bender 2003) found working alongside “religious” 

volunteers, narrative accounts of civic action may not  contain religious references, but 

the religious meaning of volunteering was found in the specific actions and relationships 

that formed.   

But how did this style become the preferred way for gathering in new experience?  

This experience gathering style has roots to the practices and ideals of the group’s 

institutional background and expresses a distinct way of approaching the world. Southern 
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Seminary is within a portion of the field of American religion oriented to the authority of 

religious knowledge and committed to producing professionals who are fluent in 

religious stories. Southern Seminary is a place where story is authoritative, both as 

revelation of truths found in scripture, but also as a mode of understanding the world and 

human action within the world. From the multiple formation structures of graduate 

theological study, participants from Southern Seminary were steeped not only in stories 

per se, but in story as a mode for understanding new experience, simplifying an onslaught 

of new information, and for managing emotions. All four of the groups that expressed 

this particular aspect of group style were from liberal religious settings, whether a 

seminary, a theology class at college, or a church. These locations in the larger field of 

liberal religiosity exposed them to similar institutional forces. 

A key element of the style that provided stability for participants entering this 

new situation was a stance of trust towards the act of storytelling. For these groups, story-

telling as an act was assumed to be trustworthy. During follow-up interviews I asked 

participants about trust to understand this aspect of group style. After asking a series of 

questions about different interlocutors during the week—migrants, activists/service 

providers, and government authorities—I asked each interviewee: “Would you say that 

you trusted any of them more than others?”   

One member of Southern Seminary, Derek, replied:  

Yeah. I would say definitely I trusted the migrant voice. I tended to trust the 
migrant voices a little more because I think the entire issue, for me, is centered in 
their story. In terms of research, they are the primary source. In terms of 
information gathering, they would be the primary source. Everybody else is kind 
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of secondary—important secondary sources in some cases—but for me the real 
interest was, ‘What is this issue doing to the people?’ At least it’s how it was 
focused. I was really encouraged to ask the question, ‘What does this issue mean 
to the people who are crossing the border?’”   

Gary: “Where do you have the sense that that focus on the immigrants came 
from?”   

Derek: “Can you explain that?”   

Gary: “Yeah. You said you felt like the issue and your experience was focused 
through the story of the migrants. Where’s your sense of where that focus came 
from? Did it come from the way you approach learning these sorts of things?  
Was it a message from BorderLinks?  Where do you get that focus?”   

Derek: “In the class prior to the trip, our readings, really [focused on that]. One of 
the things, as we thought about it theologically, was to just remember that 
migration stories at least in the history in Western religions, are about the 
movement of God’s people. God’s people are moving usually for life-sustaining 
reasons. Yeah. Everything else would just sort of be secondary. It comes from that 
theological perspective.” 

 Derek’s response clearly articulates the roots of the story-building style as well as 

how that style affected his experience of the BorderLinks trip. Derek referred to the way 

that the migrant perspective was prioritized in the lead-up to the trip. At the end of his 

response, the archetypal story of migration from religious texts has been connected to 

meaning—finding new life. Notably, though, this metaphorical language was not often 

used during the trip to understand how to interact with migrants. As Derek and other 

Southern Seminary participants travelled to the U.S.-Mexico border, they arrived not with 

stories to explain what they saw, nor an interest in an overly political story of 

explanation, but with an orientation towards story as a primary way of knowing for 

themselves what this experience meant.  

The emphasis on story, though, does not directly explain why certain stories that 

the group heard during BorderLinks were considered more authoritative than others. The 
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people from the story-building style of gathering experience were not only more likely to 

trust one of the three types of interlocutors, but when they did it was often the migrants. 

A participant from another group with the story-building style, Central College, 

articulated the prioritization that is given to particular stories: 

Gary: “If you were to think about these types of groups [migrants, activists, 
government authorities]….Would you say among these three groups was there 
one group in particular you trusted the most?”   

Alice: “Probably the immigrants I trusted the most, just because they’re the ones 
that experience it firsthand. I think the government agencies would be more apt to 
hide certain things. I would trust the activists too, because they see it first hand as 
well.” 

An interview with one of the leaders of Central College, Betsy, shows the logic 

behind the story building style.  I asked her, “Would you say that you trust any of them 

more than others, in terms of what they can share about immigration or the border?” 

Betsy replied, “Are you asking me personally?” She chuckled, shifting from speaking 

about the students she had led to talking about her own experience.  

I have a deep value in what is called the epistemological privilege of the 
oppressed. This is a term from liberation theology. …The way it’s unpacked is as 
follows. People who are on the receiving end of oppressive systems and practices 
are going to be much more reliable about being able to be truthful about the 
reality than people who are in other places. So, my tendency would be to trust the 
voices of the people who are at the receiving end. That would be the migrants. 
Secondarily would be the providers b/c they hear the stories and b/c they have 
commitment. 

Gary: Is it possible immigrants may distort what they portray? 

Betsy: That’s always true. Not only may there be a kind of….shifting, but I think 
there are certain things that don’t lie. Somebody’s blistered feet don’t lie. 
Someone who is hungry and who has no money to get home, that’s pretty hard to 
lie about. Somebody who’s standing in shackles in front of a courtroom. That’s 
what I mean about truthfulness about that kind of experience. 
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For story building groups, the accounts given by state agents are actually not 

stories. Stories are meant to articulate universal truths or personal motivations, not 

stances that explain the angle of a particular agency. The truth-making referent in a story 

refers to personal, firsthand experience. This is one reason why migrant stories remain 

relatively unconstrained by these groups—they were interacting with something that 

expressed the deepest level of truth. When these groups listened to stories that were not 

firsthand, they were skeptical.  

6.6 The Sleuthing Style: Justicia College 

 Justicia College was a group of twenty-something college students and two 

professors from a prestigious East Coast liberal arts college. Both professors were 

teaching classes connected to issues of economy and politics in Mexico, Central, and 

South America, something they each had published numerous articles on. They are 

archetypal examples of public scholars who connect their academic work with the 

political struggles of oppressed communities. Among the ten people on the trip were two 

men and eight women. Two of the students were from racial minority groups, and the 

large majority of the students had experiencing travelling or studying abroad.  

For this group, a major boundary to deal with were hurdles that had been 

overcome just to have the trip. The legitimacy standards for considering this type of 

leaning as both “academic” and safe were high on their campus. Attuned to the boundary 

distinctions involving experiential education, one of the professors commented during the 

trip that this was “not a service trip.”  A number of trip conversations with the professors 
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referenced the fund-raising and liability struggle they had organizing the trip. The two 

professors were close friends whose on-campus work, beyond creative scholarship, 

included bridging the campus to the concerns of the local community of Latinos. The 

students considered the class a unique opportunity to learn in the close company of 

professors that they genuinely looked up to.  

The entry of the group into the space of BorderLinks was seamless. The first 

evening together at BorderLinks began with “oohs” and “ahhs” over the homemade 

hummus and organic bread that were laid out for snacking. Taking in the posters, colors, 

sleeping arrangements, and political paraphernalia, Doris, the group’s leader, commented 

that “this place reminds me of the cooperative I lived in college.”  Meanwhile, those 

group participants actually still in college settled into the space. 

 The bonds within the group centered on a common connection of their collegiate 

context. Some of the students knew each other well, while all the students at least knew 

of each other. At various points, discussions turned to academic majors and dorm life. In 

contrast to some other collegiate groups I travelled with, there was not as much role-

leveling with this group. The professors tended to take leading roles on cleaning or 

loading the van. Most of the students reciprocated this continuance of well-established 

roles by automatically using the professors’ last names. The professors at one point took 

a break from the group, going for a walk in the neighborhood surrounding Tucson to get 

away for a moment from the demands of such intensive group activity. Realizing their 

professors had walked away without publicizing their exit, two students commented that 
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they were clearly not invited to participate: “Professors Only,” one said. The presence of 

status roles did not mean a lack of group bonding, but a bonding that was premised to 

some extent on pre-existing roles.  

 

6.6.1 Meeting Migrants 

As Justicia College entered the House of Hospitality, we were told that all the 

immigrants were gone for the day. In the courtyard, the group spent a few minutes 

looking around, then decided to explore upstairs, something that no other group did. In 

the back corner of the balcony walkway the trip participants found several rooms, one of 

which still had immigrants, some dozing and some awake. This surprised both the 

migrants and the group members. It was an awkward interaction at first; the group 

members apologized for disturbing the migrants. 

After the apology, the group members began to ask questions of the men. The 

other members of the group who had not been upstairs gravitated towards this interaction, 

though by this time the walkway was so crowded that the latecomers could barely see in 

the doorway. Some of the students moved further into the room, taking up the three feet 

between the walls and the beds. The interaction became a back and forth conversation, 

carried by the students’ questions. Why did they decide to migrate? What sort of work 

were you looking for? What were deportation conditions like? What will you do now? 

The interaction lasted ten minutes, to the point that the BorderLinks delegation leader, 

who was not actively involved in translating, was showing impatience. She actually 
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walked with a few remaining members of the group outside the House to wait on the 

sidewalk.  

This is a good example of the experience gathering style I term “sleuthing.”  The 

length of the interaction suggests the willingness participants had to generate an ongoing 

conversation with the immigrants. The group of male migrants may have been 

emboldened being together, but this interest in conversing occurred in individual 

interactions between trip participants and migrants as well. The group took initiative in 

asking questions, directed towards various aspects of the immigrants’ experience.  

The interaction was characterized by a back-and-forth dialogue, driven by 

questions from the participants themselves. Prior to the actual interaction, the group was 

literally sleuthing through the courtyard and, once the interaction began, turned this 

sleuthing into a conversation. The probing of migrants’ accounts allowed the participants 

to literally record numerous voices in their notebooks. At the end of the interaction, 

despite thank you’s and well-wishes of good luck, there were no physical interactions, 

such as a handshake or a hug. The length of the interaction suggests the willingness 

participants had to generate an ongoing conversation with the migrants. The group took 

initiative in asking questions, directed towards various aspects of the migrants’ 

experience. This is a good example of the experience gathering style I term “sleuthing.” 

Interactions like this one with migrants recurred throughout the week, providing 

material for participants to reflect on in their discussions with each other. These moments 

were visibly aided by the tools of sleuthing. Most participants on a BorderLinks trip bring 
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a pen, a notebook, and a camera. However, with most groups pens and notebooks often 

recede from usage during the week. With Justicia College, these sleuthing tools were 

readily visible. When we approached the physical border wall in Nogales for the first 

time, at a spot that nearly every BorderLinks trips goes to, each member of Justicia 

College had a sleuthing tool, either a notebook to record their thoughts, a camera to snap 

a picture, or a video camera to document the scene. While standing near the wall, the two 

students working with the video camera actually interviewed other members of the group, 

collecting their reactions as they looked at the wall. The data points for sleuthing 

information about the border were endless, growing from the accounts of migrants, to 

physical data, to participants’ own reactions, to the reactions of fellow participants. The 

sleuthing style does not stop with one story, but gathers multiple stories. 

A downside to the sleuthing style, was that this approach could inhibit 

interactions. Justicia College presented a lengthy consent form to each person they 

recorded with audio or video during the course of the trip. On a windy afternoon in 

Nogales, we met with an activist from a local humanitarian aid organization who agreed 

to connect us with migrants that would speak about their experience of crossing the 

border. The activist brought a man up to our group who began to speak but was stopped 

short when two students brought out the consent form for him to read. The scene quickly 

degenerated, as the English-speaking BorderLinks leader attempted to explain the 

request, the humanitarian aid activist reassured the migrant that it was nothing to worry 

about, and the Spanish-speaking BorderLinks leader encouraged the reluctant migrant to 

just keep on speaking. After two minutes of drawn-out awkwardness, including the man 
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standing silent in front of us while attempting to read the form, the migrant excused 

himself to go to the bathroom. After walking away from the group, the migrant never 

came back.  

The group rehashed this scene numerous times throughout the week, which 

spiraled into a larger conversation about the nature of research as an approach to 

understanding the world. Dana began her comments one night by saying, “I wanted to 

talk about what happened in the park.”  She continued: 

“That line of academy versus community; engaged citizenship, civic engagement, 
whatever you want to call it, was there [in the interaction]. I was feeling angry at 
the institution of the Human Subjects Board. I was angry at the entire academy. 
We have forms because of rules; I understand that. But I’m angry because it’s in 
the name of protecting people, when the head of the IRB doesn’t even understand 
what it means to create harm through something like this … It [the form] doesn’t 
protect, but causes anxiety instead ….” 

 This situation demonstrates a number of aspects about the sleuthing style. This 

style places a priority on method as a way to collect information. The sleuthing style 

reveals the truths of the border for participants. Despite frustration with the institutional 

demands that are a part of academia, Dana valued the systemic approach of research as 

long as it was sensitive to actual events on the ground. Reflecting on the positive 

experience of her own research, she said to the group: “I watch people transform during 

interviews [in my own research].  People want to tell their story!”  Instead of preferring 

particular sources as authentic, and the accounts as coherent packages to be received, the 

sleuthing style treats all as various points of data.  

 

418



 

 

6.6.2 Examining the Motivations Behind Performance  

Instead of leading the Justicia College members to discard their approach, the 

interaction from the park and the ensuing discussions about the interaction revealed the 

commitment to a sleuthing approach, albeit ideally without such a rupture in the flow of 

interactions. In the sleuthing approach, the tools for interaction (notebooks, cameras, 

recorders) signal a participant’s commitment to accuracy, to catching the flow of social 

life as it is presented.  

 In a sleuthing style, participants relate to the stories they hear during the trip as a 

form of data that has a history and a location in a larger field of narratives about 

immigration and the border. Participants from Justicia College never publicly challenged 

the veracity of accounts as they listened to them during the week. In Nogales one day the 

group had lunch with male migrants at a local shelter. The shelter supervisor was quite 

friendly, a dedicated man who served the needs of migrants. During lunch, a migrant at 

our table recounted his personal story but, in doing so, shared a narrative with details and 

dates that were out of joint with each other. During the interaction the group participants 

did not probe or push against these gaps in the story. When the veracity of the account 

was challenged by the shelter supervisor directly to the migrant, the group later said they 

were uncomfortable with this, since it challenged the story-telling which had an integrity 

of its own. This initial stance is very similar to that of Southern Seminary. The difference 

in these two styles, though, comes from the relative willingness of a group to take story 

as a stand-alone, authoritative account. Justicia College participants simply did not, even 

when they empathized with the details of the stories. 
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Whatever the story told—factually coherent or not—was accepted by Justicia 

College as a piece of data the group could examine as part of its sleuthing. And it turns 

out, the group did examine this particular migrant’s story, but not to his face. When they 

examined this story, they explained any discontinuities by recalling the constructed, 

purposeful nature of all accounts. Doris commented that the supervisor “kept pressuring 

the guy we were talking to, to see what was the story. We’re aware that these are stories: 

they have the subjectivity of informants!”  During this discussion the group even 

mentioned the public battle over the “factuality” of Rigoberta Menchu’s autobiography as 

an example of how autobiographical accounts are constructed and received according to 

different criteria. 

 This style is surely prompted by the presence or encouragement of professors 

during the week, but it is a style that students have learned to use in their college training 

and find appealing. In fact, it is a style that students value, since I was told numerous 

times by students how glad they were to be able to “do research” alongside their 

professors this way. And the students did engage this style of their own accord. In the 

middle of our trip, we arrived about an hour early at the migrant shelter in Ciudad de la 

Luz. The entry table to the shelter was littered with information for migrants, including a 

comic book meant as a popular education tool for those migrants unfamiliar with the 

dangers of the desert. I was sitting in the courtyard, chatting with Jonathan and Ronald 

about what trips “like this” were like. They had both travelled before with other types of 

group, whether religious or service-oriented, so they were comparing their past 

experiences with the current one. Jonathan said that on a trip like this, compared to 
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others, it is more “analytical, we use categories like ‘cultural production’ to understand 

what is going on.”  As he says this, he pulls out one of the migrant comic books that he 

had picked up. He flips through it to show how the desert is represented, how strangers 

are portrayed to be dangerous, how the arc of the story runs from hope to tragedy. 

Numerous times throughout the week the students displayed similar tendencies.  

  A result of Justicia College’s emphasis on constructions was that multiple voices 

were needed to distill the systemic truth of borderland issues. Stories from the week were 

data points that needed sifting and exposure to reveal a hidden structure and even a 

hidden truth. The need for a multiplicity of accounts meant that trusting any one account 

was problematic. In comparison to Southern Seminary, participants from Justicia College 

trusted accounts both less and more. Participants from Justicia College were more likely 

to doubt migrant accounts as well as to respect the accounts of governmental authorities 

than participants in story-building groups.  

The doubting of migrant accounts was due to a reading of migrants’ position 

within the field of discourse about the border. Migrants’ vulnerability and inability to 

provide coherent narratives made their accounts a problem. They were least able to 

present a story that escaped the trap of overly-personal viewpoints which emphasized 

particularity over generalizability. In contrast, government authorities’ facility for 

presenting a clarified position statement that delved into structural processes made them 

potentially more useful for a process of sleuthing that would filter their comments. 
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As with participants from Southern Seminary, I caught up participants from 

Justicia College more than six months later. When I spoke with Ronald about his 

interactions with migrants and activists, he said,  

I didn’t really relate on a personal basis with the activities [of hearing speakers]. 
There were some that did make that [personal] impression, [but] on the whole it 
was an opportunity to learn more about statistics, the history, the context within 
which these things were going on.  

Gary: How would you describe your interactions with government authorities, 
such as the agent from Custom’s? 

Ronald:  The same sort of thing. It was informational, like seeing the situation 
from a different perspective. And definitely an important one, a perspective that is 
much [more] different than the activist perspective. It’s one that takes into 
account multiple political factors, much more objective than subjective…. 

Gary: Which group or speaker would you say you trusted the most? 

Ronald: I’m not sure if I can say that about any group that I talk to in general, not 
just [on the] trip but people in general. I think people are as honest as they could 
be, but [there are] certain aspects of their perspective and situation that makes 
them view certain things in a certain way. I wouldn’t say I trusted one more than 
another, I might’ve been able to relate to one more than other. In terms of trust, it 
was all the same. It’s just a mindset I go into everything with. 

While undoubtedly Ronald’s own personality influenced his approach to the trip, his 

comments reveal core aspects of the sleuthing style that was shared among the group. I 

continued our conversation by asking:  

Gary: You said you felt like you related with one more than another. Could you 
tell me more about that? 

Ronald: Yeah, I related more on a personal basis with the migrants….it’s because, 
that was more of a way of their role in those situations, their presentation of self. 
The activists, the government workers came into certain situations to talk to our 
group in certain roles, and not a personal, one-to-one level. Immigrants didn’t 
come into a certain situation and think, “Oh, I’m an immigrant, I need to talk like 
one. 
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For Ronald, the migrants’ situations meant they were not presenting any 

viewpoint except their own. This did not make them more trustworthy, though. This 

made migrants less trustworthy for revealing reality, as Terry relates. 

Gary: Which group or speaker from the week did you trust the most? 

Terry: I think it would have to be the activists and the government workers. 
Obviously, government workers aren’t going to lie to you because they’re not 
supposed to. Obviously, their information is framed in a certain way, but it’s not 
like they’re going to flat-out lie to you ….It’s not like I felt the migrants were 
ever lying to us, or that we couldn’t trust them, but they weren’t necessarily 
completely aware of all the laws and what was going on in their case, and why 
they were sent certain places, and maybe they were confused about their situation. 

As Terry continued, with migrants “it was confusing for us to piece together a 

story, a timeline because maybe they didn’t remember the timeline exactly correct…. The 

way they remember it is true for them.” 

After talking about her proclivity for trusting activists the most, I asked Doris 

about this issue. While she did not distrust migrants accounts, or trust those of 

government authorities, she articulated a core feature of the sleuthing approach: 

complexity. Lack of complexity, like what Ronald or Terry encountered among migrants, 

and what Doris encountered with government authorities, making these accounts less 

useful for sleuths trying to build a bigger picture. 

Gary: One of the puzzles [in my work] is how some of these [performances] feel 
more trustworthy or informative than others, even though they are all 
performances. 

Doris: It’s a hard question. If I think about the public defenders. Let’s take 
Operation Streamline [which we viewed in the federal courthouse] as a 
performance and a spectacle. And then the public defenders articulating their 
relationship with Operation Streamline [after the court process]. And, I guess for 
me those are two different levels of performance. What we’re doing is we’re 
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hearing from one of the actors who is participating in the performance, but who is 
stepping out of it to give their testimony of why they are participating in this 
sham. I think that, to me, there was enough complexity in that testimony if I take 
it as a form of testimony, there was enough complexity for me to feel completed, 
that I was coming away with a deeper, more complex understanding of what was 
at stake. With performances like [the Customs agent] there was a sense of not 
[being totally] one-dimensional, but almost. It was reductive in a way in which 
the narrative was being constructed… to gesture towards some complexity, but 
the purpose of the narrative itself, the performance itself, was to present a unified, 
finished, tied up with a nice little bow of narrative for us to digest, as opposed to 
opening up the complexity of something and saying ‘I don’t know what to do with 
it.’ 

In the sleuthing style, finding simplicity is problematic and producing complexity 

is illuminating. Complexity is not produced through the telling of one rich story but 

through the adding together of many different stories.  

The doubting of migrant accounts resulted from the migrants’ position within the 

field of discourse about the border. Migrants’ vulnerability and inability to provide 

coherent narratives made their accounts a problem. Sleuthing groups did not try to create 

story-tellers out of migrants that they met. Migrants revealed less about the dynamics of 

immigration than other speakers did for a sleuthing group, particularly since these groups 

were trying to piece together a systemic picture. Migrants were less able than other 

interlocutors to present a story that escaped the particularity of their own experience. In 

contrast, government authorities’ facility for presenting a clarified position statement that 

included generalizable processes made them potentially more useful for a sleuthing 

group. These groups also do not try to create story-tellers out of activists. When they hear 

about why people are involved, or how migrant service organizations do their work, they 

use this as a way to understand the processes on the border.  
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6.6.3 Putting Emotions in the Proper Place 

In the process of sleuthing, emotions were an acknowledged but troublesome 

piece of the experience. Emotions were potentially problematic for two reasons. First, for 

some participants they were thematically tied with religious experience, a difficult 

boundary for a sleuthing group from a secular college. On the last night of the trip, I was 

talking with two participants about what made their trip unique for them, which included 

them pondering what the others groups I was studying were like. Ronald said to me that a 

“BorderLinks [delegation] with another group might make it more religious, like 

emotional reflections that are touchy-feely.”  Following this, Allison suggested that other 

groups would focus “more on what’s inside, and why to be involved.” Comparing this 

with the approach they tried to take during their trip, Ronald said that, “academics are 

more on the [objective side of the] objective-subjective continuum, or the cognitive-

emotional continuum.”  He says that he had previously done work with Habitat for 

Humanity and their “reflections were emotional, about what ‘memory’ or ‘image’ from 

the day stuck out.”  These participants may not have been surprised to know that they 

were partially accurate, assuming that religious groups were more likely to publicly 

engage emotions during the trip. They were familiar with differences in styles from their 

experience in organizations with different logics.  

They were even more accurate in revealing the discomfort their group would have 

when emotions were clearly linked to a religious referent. This was spectacularly 
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displayed when Anne Marie spoke after lunch one day with the group about how she was 

feeling:   

I have a lot of thoughts. I had an intense experience in the church [in Ciudad de la 
Luz]. I’m not religious. Sitting reading the prayer [of the migrants on the wall], I 
wished I was religious so I could say the prayer and mean something. I wish I 
believed so I could appeal to a higher power for help. I wished it would make it 
better. It was very emotional for me…I have nothing analytic to say.  

She started tearing up, but pulled it back as silence settled on the room. No one engaged 

the comment she said, nor the emotion. Most members looked away from Anne Marie, 

shifting uneasily as she worked to stopped the tears. A few minutes later, though, Ronald 

appeared to engage her comments, but did so in a way that was reductive towards religion 

(even using sociological terminology to do so): “I was in the church too [watching the 

migrants]. With all the boredom, the immigrants go to church to get power from the 

collective effervescence.” 

The unfamiliarity with religious experience had consequences for how group 

members related with migrants, in effect providing an obstacle to knowing the migrants’ 

whole world. During the same reflection, Terry recalled a conversation she and others 

had with a migrant during lunch at a shelter. She related that “Our guy at lunch was 

religious. He said that ‘God knows the injustice done to me.’” Aware of how religion had 

surfaced as a topic of conversation at this moment, Terry jokingly commented “that 

[religion] seems to be the theme of the day.” Terry explained that while she was eating 

and talking with the migrant at lunch, “there was a lull and he asked me if I was religious. 

I was raised Catholic, so I felt I wanted to say ‘Yes,’ because it would be more troubling 

to him to say, ‘No.’ I wasn’t going to deny his God. I felt like I was not being up front 
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[when I said ‘Yes’], but I’m kind of okay with it. It’s hard to reconcile.”  It was not only 

hard for her to reconcile in this interaction, it was difficult for the group to reconcile 

during the week. 

For these participants, the approach that was fruitful during the week was one that 

divided intellectual ways of knowing, familiar given the group’s roots in a university, 

while emotionally-tinged ways of knowing are not part of their daily discourse. Emotions 

for this group were a part of the experience in that they made sleuthing activity more 

difficult to accomplish. Emotions were publicly present through the attempt to rein them 

in.  

But emotions have a way of resisting bracketing; they kept coming up during the 

week. How emotions were dealt with provided a second way of understanding their 

problematic nature for sleuthing groups. When participants expressed sadness or 

frustration at what they were experiencing, the emotions themselves became objects of 

analysis. The sleuthing style continued to sleuth, finding another data point. Emotions 

were useful for revealing the difficulties of engaging in research since they could signal 

when the research process was not working and thus creating conflict or, in an opposite 

direction, working well and exposing depth. The ideal proposed by the professors leading 

the trip was to acknowledge the presence of emotions, but to let them re-energize a 

commitment to the sleuthing process. The emotions that participants shared became 

something to navigate in relation to the topics that the group was studying. Some students 

felt that their note-taking was degenerating into personal reflection or that their concern 
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for people was making the trip overly personal. As the professors guided students through 

these troubles they referred to their own experiences of connecting research, emotions, 

and community. Their strategy, in effect, was to redouble the sleuthing, but to incorporate 

the emotions as a data point that recommitted them to the style. The issue of emotions 

may have been difficult to answer, but part of it was just a matter of practicing the style. 

After the mid-point of the week, the group was noticeably tired as we stayed in 

Alburgue de Fe y Asistencia one night. Terry was worried: “I don’t know how to do the 

analytical part….it feels more descriptive.”  Dana became animated and said to her, 

“You’re in the field. You are where you need to be. You have no analytical distance at 

this point, so your comments now do not have to analytical—you can’t be.”  Doris 

followed by saying that, “You’re responding more strongly to experience and reactions 

than information….You’re figuring out where you are standing.”  Lisa reflected on what 

she has been seeing during her interactions. She explained that the various activists and 

service providers they had spoken with all “talk about their emotions. [So] there’s also an 

emotional labor for all of us, trying to match up to their emotional labor in what they do.”  

Bridget followed, “It seems like everyone is real emotional when they are talking to 

us….This trip is emotionally exhausting. When you talk to people, you have to act, too, 

with an engaging expression”  The conversation wound down, but then one of the 

students (I did not catch who it was) asked if we could do yoga. There was a general 

encouraging murmur at this idea, then Dana reluctantly agreed. Bridget offered to help. 
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We spread out through the room and were warned that yoga was meant to be done 

on mats. This prompted me and the rest of the group to consider attempting this on the 

sleeping pads that the shelter provided for us to sleep on the floor, but they were simply 

too cushy. I was standing near Doris, at the far end of the line of Justicia College 

members. Julia, the BorderLinks staff leader, looked over at me, shook her head, and 

smiled; she had never done anything like this with a group before. It was definitely a 

group bonding activity, as we were all in comfortable sleeping clothes, having just shared 

our thoughts, and were aware that it was the end of a long day. 

As she led, Dana said to “let go of something. You can have an intention if you 

want when you do this. A common one is ‘let light shine from my heart.’” She took us 

through some low-skill moves. Everyone in the group tried the various poses, particularly 

the sun salute, which was an amalgam of the smaller poses Dana showed us. As we 

stumbled through, Dana and Bridget gave tips on our body positions. Many people 

laughed--it was a relaxed group atmosphere. As we did this Doris and I considered what 

our joints could and could not do, whispered about being too old, and not having a body 

meant to do these things! 

After about ten minutes the group activity came to an end. From there, we all 

prepared ourselves for sleeping; some people journaled, some people showered, others 

read a book. The yoga had helped to deal with the confusion, both intellectual and 

emotional, that the group had been sharing. The yoga itself had nothing to do with the 
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border, with immigration, with social science. It was, however, a way to safely process 

emotions that might have prevented the group’s sleuthing work the following day. 

 

6.6.4 How the Sleuthing Style Works 

The sleuthing style is primarily an orientation regarding the proper and 

trustworthy way to gain information about a social situation. At first glance it is similar to 

the concept of scholastic gaze that Bourdieu has used the characterize a classical, 

objectivist form of science (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992). This style uses a sampling 

method to accrue numerous points of data, seeks to construct a model of objective reality 

with this data, and brackets out contaminating elements, such as emotions or religion. 

The institutional roots that would generate these characteristics were present. These 

students were from an elite, secular liberal arts college, they were travelling with social 

scientists, and they had projects they had to complete as part of this travel. In this way, it 

was not too different than a sociological method that an ethnographer might use to study, 

say, international immersion trips.  

However, there are crucial differences which stop from categorizing this as 

simply the deployed product of a purely scholastic vision of the world. First, this group 

was attuned to the use of body and personal experience for gathering information about 

the borderlands. For example, they included as “data” their walk along migrant trails in 

the desert and the reactions of their classmates to the experience. Even if emotions might 

clog their ability to sleuth, emotions themselves became an object of study. A second 
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difference comes from the curious fact that a group like Justicia College would even be at 

the border. As I argued in an earlier chapter, experiential immersion learning treads along 

a very fine line of distinction in academia: between curricular and co-curricular activity. 

Groups from college classes, like Justicia College, may actually overplay the claim to 

research as a way of symbolizing to home institutions that this travel is academic in 

nature, not something “else.” The leaders of a group like this are using immersion travel 

as a tool of resistance from normal modes of academic inquiry that may silence the 

voices of victims of injustice, that may act as if ethical issues are not involved, and that 

may prioritize the production of descriptive knowledge over the ability to name and 

reform unjust systems of inequality.  

As I have shown above, there are two important byproducts of the sleuthing style. 

The first is a suspicion about the accounts that individuals give regarding the causes and 

motives of their action. A second byproduct, related to the first, is a relative inability to 

engage the religious dimensions of the trip as a group. Individual participants of a group 

like Justicia College may be religious, and they may even seek to think about the trip in 

religious terms, but the ability to do so within the group context is severely limited. 

Religion is a way of knowing that, despite its omnipresence in American society, is still 

an illegitimate way of knowing in many locations of higher education (Taylor 2007a). 

This does not mean that the group was anti-religious: far from it. They were respectful 

enough of their interactions with religious organizations and persons along the border that 

they worried about being irreverent of their beliefs.  
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6.7 Imagining Styles 

The aspect of group style I term “imagining the future” is seen in response to the 

pragmatic challenges of the week and the anticipation of participants re-entering the more 

settled aspects of their lives. The normative nature of immersion travel poses the “What 

next?” question as an important element of the week. Surprisingly, as I detailed in a 

chapter about BorderLinks’ weak action frame, the organization is often vague in 

suggesting future action and will often displace conversation about future action. It is 

displaced onto the group. 

Here, I show how the possibility and direction of future action is initially 

structured by the style  of participating groups. Among the groups I travelled with, I 

noted three patterns of the future-imagining aspects of group styles. The three patterns of 

imaginative style are personal discernment, caring awareness, and comprehension. They 

are characterized by the type of response imagined by the group, the locus of such a 

response, and the time horizon for responding. This aspect of group style is situated in an 

imaginative space bounded by the sending organizations’ repertoires of legitimate action 

and the definition of what action is most likely given participants’ organizational roles. 

These reveal the pragmatic demand that groups encounter to make sense of this new 

experience partially through imagining what the experience means to their future action 

(Joas 1997). Table 6.2 presents these aspects of imagining styles.
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Table 6.2 Characteristics of Future Imagining Styles 

 Type of Response Locus of Response 
Time Horizon of 

Response 

Personal Discernment Role-based 
Participant in 
Organization 

Intermediate 

Caring Awareness 
Awareness and 

Charitable 
Organization Short 

Pursuing 
Comprehension 

Deeper 
understanding 

Participant Short and Long 
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The personal discernment style conceives of responding to the experience as a 

process of making personal choices in terms of vocational commitments. The precise 

nature of vocational commitment is guided by roles that participants inhabit in their 

sending organizations as well as the future roles that the sending organizations are 

channeling them towards. Among the three groups exhibiting this style were two 

seminaries and one liberal arts college. Participants in each of these groups tended to 

understand their participation as connected to the roles they might pursue in the near 

future as they completed their education. The menu of possible actions was closely 

connected to these roles and was articulated through a specific repertoire of action, thus 

greatly narrowing the potentially immense scope of possible actions. For seminary 

members, this repertoire focused on programs to do in the context of their congregation. 

The locus of response for participants in groups with a discernment style was 

overwhelmingly the individual lives of participants and the influence they could have on 

organizations of which they were a part. The time horizon for the discernment style was 

intermediate, oriented towards the next year or two of their life. While the groups 

sometimes considered how, as a group, they might share their experience upon returning 

home, the primary focus of imagining was on discerning individual action for the near 

future. The discernment style imagined action as participants grew into occupational 

roles, not action centered on shared organizational bases that they came from on the trip.  

The caring awareness style was characteristic of one church-based group I 

travelled with, St. Michael’s Church, and one religious college group. The type of action 

for this style is best characterized as an equal-parts mixture of personal awareness 

434



 

 

development and efforts to share the lessons of experience with others in their immediate 

organizational contexts. The locus of action for this style is predominantly organizational. 

For St. Michael’s Church, the BorderLinks trip was the 2009 version of the church’s 

annual mission trip. Most participants were active in their church and saw church-based 

actions, particularly those focused within the church itself, as the primary way to respond 

to the experience of the trip. For adult church-goers, there was a secondary attempt to 

link new border awareness to their professional skills, but the diversity of church-goer 

occupations meant this did become a focus for the group. For the Central College group, 

participants were primarily oriented towards awareness raising activities on the campus 

back home. The trip fit for these students as a thematic extension of their course on neo-

coloniality and religion. The time horizon for this caring awareness style was much 

shorter. Participants assumed that they would organize awareness-raising activities with a 

few weeks or months of returning to their home organization.  

Finally, the comprehension style oriented participants’ imagination towards action 

that furthered their understanding of the particular issues regarding immigration as both a 

short-term goal and as a step to longer-term action. Better understanding was the 

pragmatic problem for these groups. The locus of action for this style was both individual 

and organizational. Individuals considered how the trip might influence their future 

studies and career decisions. But since they came as a highly visible academic group with 

professors leading a change on campus through community connections, the action would 

also be organizational. The time horizon for responding was both short and long-term. 

The short-term goal consisted of completing semester papers and seeking out other 
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venues for learning more about immigration. The longer-term influence of the 

comprehension style was prodding participants to consider career objectives and self-

development that contained a focus on continuing to correct and deepen their 

understanding of the border. 

 In the ensuing section I follow Southern Seminary, St. Michael’s Church, and 

Justicia College, showing how the imagination styles arise during the course of the week.  

6.7.1 The Discernment of Southern Seminary Participants 

The discernment style of imagining future action indirectly urges participants to 

ask this question: “What do I do with this experience given where I’m heading in life?”  

For the participants of Southern Seminary, the answer to this question revolved around 

their role as ministers-in-training. Most of these seminarians were already serving 

churches, so their response to this pragmatic challenge was imagined in relation to the 

organizational context that their seminary training was ushering them into: congregations. 

The participants of Southern Seminary were nonplussed about the challenge they had in 

front of them: turning their experience and knowledge into something that their flocks 

would be concerned about. Getting congregants to care was a daunting challenge as 

suggested by comments from the group throughout the week. Since they were already 

acting as ministers, most came with practical experience about how difficult this was.  

Paul shared with the group that his efforts at establishing a Hispanic outreach ministry in 

his local area—aimed at engaging unchurched youth in religious activities, not “aiding” 

migrants—was stymied by congregants’ inordinate concern with the legality of the local 

Hispanics. He said that for years he tried to build upon a Hispanic youth ministry 
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partnership with other congregations, but the level of concern and lack of support from 

the community were both surprising. With this sort of response from those he led in his 

ministerial role, he was pessimistic about the extent of possible action that he could 

actually achieve. Melissa commented on the difficulty of being able to “educate” people 

in the church about controversial social issues, since most of her congregants would 

rather not touch hot-button issues, such as immigrant labor in agricultural country. These 

ministers’ ability to do something was constrained in a much more pragmatic way as 

well. Jason explained that his particular denomination had incredibly short times for 

keeping a pastor at one location, which prevented him from fostering new (and 

controversial) programs or discussions in his congregation.  

As these comments suggest, religious organizations were prioritized as the locale 

of response, despite the difficulties involved with them. A primary pathway of activity 

was the seminarian’s rhetorical leadership through sermons from their churches’ pulpits. 

As the week came to an end and some student-pastors planned what to do during the next 

worship service at their church, a number began to think about how to write a sermon that 

could introduce the issues encountered on the border alongside teachings drawn from 

religious faith.  

This pragmatic challenge was on their minds as the week progressed. Near the 

end of our trip, in the chilly early December weather of the high desert in Nogales, the 

group stood on the grounds of BorderLinks’ “Casa” center at night. The Casa was 

perched on a hilltop in the middle of a colonia that sprawled up the unpaved hillsides that 

become rivulets of gushing mud during the summer monsoons. In various place across 
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the surrounding hills we saw the twinkle of electronic Christmas lights. Paul, zeroing in 

on one house whose roofline was perfectly strung with lights, said he had not expected to 

see that here, given the impoverished conditions of the homes and the lack of public 

infrastructure. During a reflection discussion the next day he said, with a look of 

excitement, that “I have a sermon [idea]: Christmas lights in the slums of Nogales.”  He 

felt sure this topic would speak to his congregation about what he had seen. Other 

members of the group nodded their heads at the power of the image, with Dan 

commenting offhand using a Christian allusion: “Light in the dark, Christ in the world.”   

Speakers we met during the week encouraged this religious organizational focus, 

especially when they were notified that they were talking to a group of seminarians. The 

group talked with a number of religious humanitarian aid activists, one of whom asked, 

“What’s our responsibility as people of faith and conscience [to the border crisis]?”  He 

argued that the church, broadly understood, had a unique responsibility as the 

institutional locus to reveal abuses of human rights and organize on behalf of poor 

people. The group eagerly listened and took this theme up, sensing that the arena of 

church was the arena for their own response. The seminarians nodded vigorously at the 

description of the co-optation of churches by money, chuckling at the way the activist 

talked with them about the daily troubles some of these seminarians have in trying to lead 

their churches. The very course of this conversation, guided by the group’s role 

background as seminarians and pastors-in-training, assumed a very particular locus of 

action. Beyond that, it focused on the role of the pastor within that organizational setting, 

and how their individual leadership could bring this message to others 
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Another speaker during the week was a local humanitarian aid activist with 

seminary training and a deeply religious worldview. He discussed the racial aspects of 

immigration and how this reflects racial divides within religion. Derek asked him, “is 

there a piece of faith that liberates [you] from the institutional church?” The speaker 

replied that his “hope was in the reformed tradition to keep reforming.”  He said that he 

was against a shallow faith that much of the world lived, “where you carry around the 

Bible without knowing what you’re reading.”  He vocally imagined a world reformed by 

faith in which the social and political “order is turned upside down, inside out; that the 

glory of God is recreated for all.”  The location of this project of reform was located at 

the interaction of a religious text and the tradition that claims allegiance to the next, with 

the fulcrum point being people, like those seminarians listening here, to carry this out. 

In a follow-up conversation with one of the participants, the connection between 

these sorts of conversations from the week and the group’s discernment style echoed nine 

months later. Kate began:  

“Not meeting the different religious leaders there [on the trip], it wouldn’t have 
been impactful for me as a seminary student….As someone in ministry, to be able 
to share with other people that this is what God’s calling us to do. That’s 
important, that we’re not just doing this b/c it looks good, or it makes somebody 
richer or anything. It’s because it the right thing to do, not the right thing, the 
Christian thing. What Christ would do, what we should do as followers.”  “I feel 
like the church is a very important place to do that.”   

Gary: “In what way?”   

Kate: “I feel like we’re not being the church [currently]. There are a lot of people 
in the churches who feel like, ‘This is America, and you [migrants] don’t need to 
come over here b/c this is the way we do things.’  I feel like we as those in 
seminary, as leaders in ministry, that we need to be able to say that this is wrong. 
If we need to say the scriptures are so important, we need to look at the scriptures 
and see how God calls us to treat people.”  
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Her comments were not only laced with biblical and religious themes, but, in 

terms of the imaginative style of personal discernment, she anticipated future action 

towards a role as a pastor working in the context of a congregation.  

 

6.7.2 The Caring Awareness of St. Michael’s Church 

 The group from St. Michael’s church had selected BorderLinks as their adult 

mission trip for the year. During early moments in the trip, five of the seven participants 

recounted a mission trip they had done to New Orleans a few years prior to help with 

post-Hurricane rebuilding efforts. They talked about how frustrating that experience was: 

they spent much of their week in New Orleans trying to undo the “shoddy construction” 

that some volunteers from a different church had done the previous week. Roland and 

Matt agreed that, even though they were amateurs, they could have done a much better 

job with the “atrocious” drywall.  

 This intensive focus on the here and now characterized the imagining style of 

caring awareness. The time horizon for these groups was short; in fact, they often sought 

ways to do something during the BorderLinks trip itself. For example, on the very first 

night at BorderLinks, Matt saw that the organization’s kitchen faucet was dripping. He 

told Janice, “For all the warnings around here [in the building] about saving water, you’re 

losing a lot.”  He then said, “You need to fix it,” a conclusion supported with a nod from 

another group member, Lisa. Janice, the BorderLinks trip leader, was surprised and 

embarrassed by such a direct statement, blushing as she marshaled up a sheepish “Okay.”  
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Throughout the week, the members of St. Michael’s would make numerous 

comments about how seemingly small things could be corrected with the benefit of their 

insight. The group engaged in an extensive conversation about micro-loan programs, 

wondering if the small-time merchants in Mexico were being taken for a ride by loan 

rates that were much higher than in the United States. At a discussion with the Mexican 

manager of a local coffee cooperative, Roland began to provide unsolicited advice about 

what the cooperative could do better. He began by asking whether the organization 

solicited comments from their customers who order through the website. After it became 

clear they did not, Roland said: 

I work with marketing [in my corporation]. You should listen—you need to listen 
to your customers because we see companies claiming your product type. A 
premium coffee buyer is influenced by companies marketing “organic” or “just”,  
so they are trying to take your customers. 

In the course of the next five minutes, Roland used the word “listen” three different times 

in telling the manager what to do, never asking a question, just offering advice.  

Similar to advice based on professional experience, some of the imagining work 

by “caring awareness” groups was about what participants could do individually in their 

lives back home. A number of times during the week, Roland and Mary discussed how 

their respective employers were being affected by competition from firms that had 

outsourced jobs to Mexico or beyond. As they saw maquilas in Mexico, and learned 

about their histories of non-unionized work, they wondered whether there was much, if 

anything, they could in their professional life to make a difference. Because of the 

diversity of the group, these sorts of imaginings were not sustained or urged by other 
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group members; their professional or personal backgrounds were just too diverse to 

consider the topic together.  

However, caring awareness groups could and did talk about what their 

organization could do when they got back home. Near the end of the trip, after visiting 

migrant service centers, Lisa and Jeanne talked about wanting to do something to help. 

They mentioned a clothing drive they did in the winter for local poor and homeless 

service organizations. This led to some momentum behind an idea that they could 

organize at the church: collect shoelaces for migrants whose footwear was in tough 

condition. Later in the week, during the reflection activity of Head-Heart-Hands, the 

group overwhelmingly emphasized projects they could do at the church: show pictures, 

pray for migrants, educate adults about the issues, and even change to fair-trade coffee 

during the social hour. There was some talk about needing to contact local political 

officials, but notably this was not thought of in an organizational way; if it happened, it 

would be through individual personal initiative. 

A year later, when I had a chance to talk with each of the St. Michael’s 

participants, the evidence of the caring awareness approach was tangible. Mary reported 

that there had been a worship service that incorporated border themes, with an adult 

education session afterwards. She said that the congregation’s reaction was of interest, 

but in a dispassionate way. She and Roland spoke once about organizing a prayer vigil 

about immigration, but there was no one else interested in doing so. In speaking with 

Roland, he said that he had decided to attend an immigration prayer vigil run by a local 
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group. The organizers invited him to write a letter as part of another church’s letter-

writing campaign to politicians about the border, but other than these two things he had 

not done anything on his own. At St. Michael’s, though, he had helped connect the 

church’s “mission committee” to a mostly-Hispanic shelter in the nearby city. Others 

from the St. Michael’s trip reported similarly: attending an event in town about 

immigration, but looking to the church itself to keep any sort of action going. Generally, 

though, this was tough to do for more than the short time period after returning from 

Arizona. 

6.7.3 The Comprehension of Justicia College 

For the participants of Justicia College, the most immediate demand coming out 

of the experience was completion of their research projects, which they were talking 

about throughout the week. They wanted to correctly present what they had seen, which 

caused some level of stress during the trip. The group had the added demand of doing a 

public presentation at the end of the semester for the campus and local non-profit 

community, both to bring awareness about the situation on the border and to legitimate 

this sort of experiential learning on their home campus. During the week students 

struggled not only to make sense of the information they had been gathering, but how to 

do say in a way that they could continue to deepen that comprehension in their future 

work and lives.  

A long piece from a reflection helps to bring out the way that people in the 

comprehension style are encouraged to make sense: first by getting a feel for the issue.  
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 The imagining style of comprehension could be highly personal, since it 

encourages an ongoing effort to understand and commit to the impact of what has been 

experienced. During the aforementioned yoga discussion, elements of this particular 

orientation towards future action became clear. Taking in the confusion that she was 

hearing from the students in the group, Doris encouraged the students thusly: “Find 

where you are. I’m in the moment, I can sit with it….I’m wondering what to do with 

this—maybe poetry, an article, or something.”  The other professor followed on this 

theme, noting the organic way that responses would work inside of the individuals. She 

said the students: “Months later [from now], a click will happen. I hope that happens!  

You can’t force it.”    

Ronald chimed in with a series of thoughts he had been having. He did not want 

to just react to the activists’ stories by saying, “That’s amazing” and not doing anything 

about it. He says he had an internal urge to do something that grew out of the critical 

analysis they had engaged in throughout the week. Throughout the week, they were 

admonished by their professors to “stay confused” as a way to avoid drawing conclusions 

prematurely. There was a temporal extension away from making conclusions about the 

issue itself, as well as how to respond to the issue. 

Given the systemic size of issues and the multiple levels of analysis that leads to 

confusion, the time horizon of response was both immediate and long term. After the 

group had gone to the courthouse, Doris commented that,  

Within spectacles [at the courthouse deportation proceedings there] are little ways 
of resisting. The judge saying ‘have a good trip’ [to migrants about to be 
deported] was [both] perverse and humanizing. The lawyers, many of them, shook 
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hands and said good luck [to the migrants as the marshals took them away]. 
Within the horrible structure there are little efforts to resist, to be humane. 
 

For this particular group, the BorderLinks delegation leader actually had personal 

connections with some members of the group. Her own observations of the group’s 

process inadvertently revealed how the comprehending style filters the experience during 

the week. In the middle of the week, during a reflection, Dana said to the group:  “I’m 

pleased to hear you engaged, as ‘researchers of life. I’m proud of you all. You’re where 

you’re supposed to be. You’re like a vitamin injection [for me in my work]. I’m glad this 

is not another service trip” for you as you ask hard questions about what this means for 

your lives. She stopped for a moment, having caught the meaning of her words, which 

both verified their approach towards the border and reinforced their orientation away 

from service-oriented approaches of future action. She quickly wrapped by saying, “It is 

great to build houses, but this is different. I’m glad you’re here.”   

6.8 Conclusion: The Genealogy and Influence of Group Styles 

Certainly, groups on short-term immersion trips differ. Until now, though, the 

sources of that difference and the implications of that difference for the effects of 

immersion travel has not been the focus of scholarly interest. In this chapter I leveraged 

the diversity of groups that travel through BorderLinks to identify patterns in how they 

gather in the experience of immersion travel and began to imagine future action. To 

accomplish this, though, required a consideration of how culture works during 

intentionally-produced periods of unsettledness. During moments of intentionally-

produced unsettledness, coherent explanations of what participants are seeing may be less 
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important than patterns of action that provide tacit, pragmatic guidance for participants, 

are rooted to the particular logics of the organizations groups come from, and are cued by 

shared membership. The specific elements of institutional and organizational culture that 

comprise group style are the practices of inquiry for taking in new information, 

classification criteria for what information is authoritative, and the imaginings of future 

action. 

Organizations that send participants to BorderLinks are comfortable with 

intentionally-produced unsettledness for three reasons. First, the period of unsettledness 

on an immersion trip is experienced as authentic—the various rituals and rules 

documented throughout this project produce a feeling for participants that they are in a 

different space and time. Second, the unsettledness provides an opportunity for 

participants to gather new experiences and meanings to use in projects of 

organizationally-sanctioned personal change. Third, and most importantly, participants 

are guided into the experience through the very behaviors that are useful and 

commonsensical from their organizational membership. Immersion trips are creative 

extensions of organizational membership. Periods of produced unsettledness like 

immersion trips are contiguous breaks in participants’ lives which can actually reaffirm 

commitment to organizational logics. The organizations that groups come from impart 

ways of seeing and relating that guide the way a group of individuals come to “know” 

new experience, as well as ways of imagining that guide what groups see as possible 

future action. Of course, as the last chapter will discuss, immersion trips simultaneously 

provide space for creative discursive work at a different level of culture. Group style 
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provides cultural stability while other parts of the induced unsettledness rework 

discursive understandings.  

As participants travelled with BorderLinks, they experienced the special trick of 

immersion travel: the overt sense of entering unsettled space and time while being tacitly 

guided by the very organizational structures that define settled space and time. 

Southern Seminary came from an institutional field of contemporary American 

religion that includes a concern for social suffering that is experienced by individuals. As 

Southern Seminary encountered immigrants, they tended to focus on the individual 

authenticity of suffering, even giving priority to these stories as a lens for understanding 

the whole border situation. Each immigrant story was a fractal, containing the whole in a 

part. Interactions were characterized by listening, not questioning. This orientation 

towards story displays the priority given to narratives shared directly from immigrants. 

The accounts of immigrants are allowed to speak for themselves, without the flushing of 

details or history that might have arisen in a more conversational interaction. Becoming a 

religious professional often requires a focus on story—hearing the story of individual 

congregants and giving stories each week in sermons and conversations. Not surprisingly, 

Southern Seminary also overtly inquired about the personal motivations of various 

activists met during the week, collecting wisdom about how to sustain activist 

commitments. Finally, the group assumed another level of connection with people they 

met, as seen through their physical interaction as well as their attention to emotions. They 

were beginning to build their own story along that of migrants.  
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In contrast, Justicia College came from an institutional field of secular education 

that prioritizes understanding through critical questioning. The participants from Justicia 

College were mostly students in sociology or cultural studies classes, overtly looking for 

evidence of performance by interlocutors that masked power and created suffering. 

Questioning took priority over listening. The directive nature of questioning allowed the 

group both to collect information it sought, as well as to undercut any misleading theater 

coming from the people they met. Over the course of the week, the interactions with 

immigrants were pieced together into a picture, adding up to reveal more about 

immigration than the individual pieces could. The overall authenticity of these accounts 

was constructed through a sampling of enough of them. For this group, immigrants are 

distinctive not as symbols whose individual stories can stand for larger truths in 

themselves. Immigrants don’t contain the truth of the system, they are pieces—albeit 

strong ones—of seeing the system. Interestingly, Justicia College excluded religion as a 

means of inquiry, placing it mostly as a characteristic linked with emotion or personal 

motivation. A number of participants, as they struggled to make sense of the experience, 

even wondered what it would be like to come with a religious group, which they 

perceived as engaging the emotional and moral aspects of the experience. 

In terms of imagining future action, the participants of Southern Seminary, 

Justicia College, and St. Michael’s Church varied in a number of ways. The initial ideas 

of how to respond and where to respond were reflections of the logics of their home 

organizations: the pastors-in-training from Southern Seminary thought about their role in 

leading others, the members of St. Michael’s thought of how to share awareness and 
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provide aid through their church, and the students of Justicia College saw deeper 

understanding as the goal. The time horizon of response also varied, with a church-based 

group imagining action in the near-term, the seminarians in the intermediate term related 

to their next professional steps, and the students in both the short (e.g., term paper) and 

long term (e.g., life decisions).  

Is the concept of group style the only way to account for the evidence presented in 

this chapter? 

An obvious possibility to explain the differences approaches to the experience of 

immersion travel between the groups is the demographic characteristics of group 

participants. Differences in age, gender, and race are scattered across the groups in this 

research. In fact, the two groups Justicia College and Southern Seminary are both mixed 

gender and mixed racial groups. While some groups, such as St. Michael’s Church, have 

older participants, they shared an imagining style with a group that was much younger, 

Central College. The difference in cultural style between these groups is not due to basic 

demographics. 

Another possibility is that the extent of travel experience within the groups 

produced differences. These do groups do vary on travel experience, with one-third of 

Southern Seminary’s participants having never left the country, in comparison to a group 

like Sojourner University in which all but one member had left the country before. This 

alternative explanation does not work, though, since groups sharing the same style to 

immersion travel had different levels of travel experience. 
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 Another possibility is the relative ability of trip participants to speak Spanish. 

Participants without Spanish-speaking ability, such as all of Southern Seminary, were 

more dependent on guides, which may have constrained the types of interactions they 

could have with migrants or activists in Mexico. However, members of both fluent and 

non-fluent groups mentioned their frustrations of interacting with immigrants. The 

cultural dynamics I have identified persisted in English interactions as well.   

The initial ways that groups responded to international immersion experience is 

not structured by abstract beliefs or even a handy repertoire of discursive explanation. 

Instead, gestalts of experiencing the world are brought from organizational membership 

into the context of travel. This occurs for a number of reasons: the participants are 

travelling together from a particular organization which cues known ways of acting 

together, the unsettledness of the situation temporarily destabilizes the ability of 

discourse to deal with the new experience, and leaders can model or cue certain ways of 

behaving.  

This is not to say that participants are locked into one way of experiencing 

immersion travel or that styles provide answers to the tensions, confusions, and new 

information that arise during travel. Participants creatively engage in sense-making work 

to learn from the new experience, but this occurs in a second “moment” of culture.  

Overall, this chapter brings into focus the dynamics of group-level culture—

culture in interaction (Eliasoph and Lichterman 2003)—that constitute the experience of 

immersion trips. By tracing different styles we see how groups differentially encounter 
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new realities in ways patterned by their institutional and organizational roots. How 

groups interact with immigrants, how they come to know truths about the border, and 

how trans-national solidarity begins are all variable. This variability has usually been 

assumed to operate at the level of individual participants or large religious traditions. 

However, as I have shown, group styles structure this variability in experience and also 

influence the types of participant outcomes that we shall see. 
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7. BACK HOME AGAIN: PATTERNS OF CHANGE AND THE FEEL OF 
TRANSFORMATION 

 

 By participating in a BorderLinks delegation, college students, churchgoers, and 

religious professionals that travel along the U.S.-Mexico border place themselves into a 

change-expectant environment. It is filled with moralizing interactions, evoking symbols, 

new information, and the physical contexts of suffering. How could someone not be 

changed by a BorderLinks experience? 

 Because the very logic of this cultural strategy of transformation expects personal 

change, disentangling what change feels like from quantifiable indicators of change is a 

key challenge. This chapter analyzes both participant accounts of the feel of 

transformation as well as a range of longitudinal indicators of change, showing the 

multiple ways that immersion travel affects participants. Addressing this topic 

simultaneously advances themes in social movement, civic engagement, and religion 

literatures about the nature of motivation towards new civic behaviors  (Beyerlein et al. 

2011; McAdam 1988; McAdam 1989; McAdam and Brandt 2009; Nepstad and Smith 

1999; Sherkat and Blocker 1997; Smelser 2009; Smilde 2005; Smilde 2007; Smith 1996; 

Turner 1995; Winchester 2008). 

This chapter begins by reporting univariate, longitudinal evidence of changes in 

BorderLinks participants’ attitudes and behaviors. These results suggest change among 

BorderLinks participants in a variety dimensions, particularly regarding emotions, 

immigration attitudes, consumer behaviors, and some political activity. Once again, the 
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affiliation of groups in feeder organizations influences the trajectory of change, 

particularly regarding emotions and religious behaviors. Along with this initial evidence 

of change, I describe new behaviors that BorderLinks participants reported doing after 

their return from BorderLinks. These new behaviors suggest limits to change, since the 

large majority of participants report behaviors aimed at spreading awareness, not actually 

establishing local or transnational solidaristic connections with immigrants. 

Perhaps more important than documenting change is sorting through the various 

mechanisms to explain how and why immersion travel could cause change. I identify four 

different theoretical approaches, drawn from a range of literature that has addressed 

situations with motivational dynamics identical or similar to short-term international 

immersion travel (Collins 2001; Goodwin et al. 2001a; Jasper and Poulsen 1995; 

Lichterman 2006; Mansbridge 2001; McAdam 1988; McAdam 1989; Munson 2009; 

Nepstad 2004; Sherkat and Blocker 1997; Smith 1996; Ver Beek 2008; Young 2001). 

Using Qualitative Comparative Analysis (Ragin 1989; Ragin 2008), I analyze the relative 

importance of these four theoretical approaches for influencing new attitudes and 

behaviors. There is evidence for each approach, suggesting the combinatorial fashion in 

which emotional intensification, situated moralization, cognitive shifts, and group style 

can have on the outcomes of short-term international immersion travel. 

Despite the usefulness of this analysis, there are possible mechanisms of immersion 

travel’s influence which are only accessible through the analysis of subjective narratives 

and the in situ analysis of participant interactions. To this end, I present participants’ 
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accounts of how immersion travel has influenced the story of their life (Lofland and 

Skonovd 1981; Polletta et al. 2011; Wuthnow 2011). Since all participants attempt to 

make sense of this experience in their lives, it is important to understand the experience’s 

narrative place, whether the participants had changed in their attitudes and behaviors or 

not. I show that participants’ understanding of the BorderLinks experience generally filter 

into three categories: an enlightening experience, an episode for identity recommitment, 

or a radical re-orientation of life. The differentiating factor of these narrative outcomes 

reveals the importance of biographical pathways (Munson 2009), as well as one final 

aspect of group style. I show how participants in groups led by ideologically reflexive 

leaders have a practice of internal questioning. These leaders tap into reflexivity 

resources: symbolic traditions for asking questions instead of static, issue-based frames 

that answer questions (Billings 1990; Gramsci 2005; Williams 1996). The internal 

questioning done with reflexivity resources stretches the impact of the BorderLinks 

immersion experience into the future and influences its continued relevance for 

participants.   

 

7.1 The Problem of Measuring Change Among Immersion Travelers 

 Measuring change due to short-term immersion travel is difficult for a number of 

reasons. While reviewing four reasons I detail my method of investigating change in this 

project. 
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First, the process of self-selection through specific organizations into a 

BorderLinks trip produces a group of people that are distinctly different than the 

“average” U.S. population, in terms of political leanings, pro-immigrant attitudes, 

participation in political efforts, and even church attendance. This means that many 

BorderLinks participants have comparatively little room to change in their attitudes and 

behaviors. If they already strongly support immigrant rights compared to the U.S. 

population, is it possible to measure that they support it even more after their trip? In their 

analysis of Teach for America volunteers, McAdam and Brandt (2009) encountered a 

similar problem: describing the long-term changes in civic engagement among volunteers 

that were already overwhelmingly civically engaged. One way to analyze change is to 

account for sub-group difference among the overall pool of BorderLinks participants. 

This helps to show that changes hidden by the heterogeneity of BorderLinks participants 

can be revealed by looking at differing sub-groups among the pool of BorderLinks 

participants. This has the added benefit of showing that the effects of BorderLinks shape 

participants in the light of pre-existing differences between participants. 

 A second hurdle to measuring change in BorderLinks participants is the reality 

that change only occurs over the passage of time. The BorderLinks travelers were 

evaluated on the last day of their trip; re-surveyed (four to six months) after their trip and 

(the groups I travelled with) were re-interviewed six to ten months after their trip. This 

short amount of time between trip and survey may have been too limited for some 

behavioral changes to occur, particularly since the consequences of civic behavior and 

activism can shift over a life course (McAdam 1989; Sherkat and Blocker 1997). 
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Alternatively, this measurement strategy may have allowed just enough time to pass, 

avoiding a focus on outcomes immediately after the trip when “travel highs” are at work 

and before various aspects of normal life could constrain change (Ver Beek 2006; Ver 

Beek 2008).   

A third hurdle to determining change comes from the difficulty in using certain 

social scientific methods. Fashioning control groups of non-participants from sending 

organizations would have provided a comparison group, but it proved too difficult. It 

required knowing who was being sent from an organization—something that many 

organizations did not communicate until a few days before the trip. Some sending 

organizations, such as universities, presented an insurmountable challenge when 

attempting to construct a control group. Without control groups evaluating change is still 

possible (Khandker, Koolwal, and Samad 2010), but comes with certain weaknesses. 

The quantitative method used here is a one-sample pre-test/post-test in which the 

condition of participation in a BorderLinks trip was present for all participants. Lacking a 

control group, the method here assumes that any differences between pre- and post-test 

are due to participation in BorderLinks. While plausible, it is also possible that other 

factors, even other factors related to the BorderLinks trip, such as participation in a class 

influenced the changes reported here. However, the benefit of this approach, in 

comparison to other studies, is that it holds relatively constant the experimental condition 

(e.g. participation in BorderLinks) instead of mixing different types of experiences (Priest 

et al. 2006). This  project also has the benefit of a standardized method of enrolling 

456



 

 

participants, explained in the first chapter, which is not present in other studies (Ver Beek 

2006). Other studies of this phenomenon have also lacked a control group, but these have 

generally concluded that immersion has almost no impact on participants’ civic behaviors 

(Priest et al. 2006; Ver Beek 2006). This null finding could be valid, but it may result 

from the absence of a wide range of specialized indicators to measure various dimensions 

of change (Beyerlein et al. 2011). To help deal with this, the analysis here employs a 

large range of indicators to measure change in a wide array of attitudes, political 

behaviors, economic behaviors, civic behaviors, and religious behaviors. In contrast to 

earlier studies, my also study has various time points to determine the effects of response 

rates.25 

 Finally, change is difficult to understand when the very meaning of change among 

BorderLinks participants is diverse. First-order accounts of experience are important to 

establishing the value of immersion travel experience. They reveal participants’ own 

understanding of what the experience did to them. On a second-order level they show 

how the BorderLinks experience becomes part of an autobiographical narrative that can 

shift with time (Bearman and Stovel 2000). Narratives suggest how the meaning of 

experience is not set once in time, but extends into the future in varying ways (Mische 

2009; Wuthnow 2011). My analysis incorporates these accounts to complement 

quantitative evidence of change, especially in cases where those measures do not show 

change. 

                                                 
25 See Appendix One for a detailed discussion of sub-sample response rates across points in time. 
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7.2 What Changed? 

Table 7.1 lists all binary variables that showed significant evidence of 

longitudinal change among BorderLinks participants. 
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Table 7.1 Longitudinal Tests of Binary Variables 

  Mean p 

    t1 t2 
Two-
tail 

One- 
tail 

Donated to BorderLinks 0.03 0.15 0.02 0.01 

R reports emotional compassion for local immigrants 0.72 0.85 0.07 0.04 

R reports emotional sorrow for immigrants crossing 0.47 0.59 0.16 0.08 

R reports emotional despair for immigrants crossing  0.13 0.3 0.01 0.01 

R reports emotional anger towards Border Patrol 0.19 0.3 0.13 0.06 

R reports emotional frustration towards Border Patrol 0.48 0.64 0.08 0.04 

R reports sorrow towards Border Patrol 0.11 0.2 0.17 0.08 

R reports anger toward politicians involved with immigration 0.36 0.73 0.00 0.00 

R reports sorrow towards politicians involved with immigration 0.08 0.2 0.05 0.02 

R has emotions towards local immigrants 0.86 0.97 0.02 0.01 

R has emotions towards politicians involved with immigration 0.76 0.92 0.01 0.01 

R has anger 0.4 0.79 0.00 0.00 

R has compassion 0.91 0.97 0.13 0.07 

R has sorrow 0.59 0.73 0.11 0.05 

R has despair 0.3 0.41 0.18 0.09 

Heard of the School of the Americas 0.45 0.58 0.12 0.06 

R has heard the term maquila 0.79 0.89 0.12 0.06 

R reports a general cause for immigration 0.73 0.84 0.13 0.06 
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  Mean p 

    t1 t2 
Two-
tail 

One- 
tail 

R reports a specific policy for immigration 0.15 0.28 0.07 0.03 

R has signed another type of petition at some time 0.79 0.88 0.16 0.08 

R has contacted politician about immigration at some time 0.28 0.4 0.15 0.07 

R has been part of an environmental group at some time 0.49 0.62 0.12 0.06 

R has been part of an immigration advocacy group at some time 0.35 0.51 0.06 0.03 

R has been part of another type advocacy group at some time 0.54 0.69 0.08 0.04 

            

Note: Excludes "don't know" answers. Only variables with significant change shown. 
Comparison of proportions using a binomial distribution 
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Happily for BorderLinks, participants after the trip are significantly more likely to 

donate to the organization, though such an outcome is not too surprising since most 

participants were unfamiliar with the organization to begin with. The remaining variables 

in Table 7.1 show significant change in emotions, emotional targets, knowledge of 

immigration-related topics, and explanations for immigration. 

Concerning emotions, there was a significant increase among participants in 

emotions towards local immigrants, immigrants crossing the desert, border control 

authorities, and politicians involved with immigration issues. The types of emotions that 

increased were a mixed set, including classic motivational emotions like anger, as well as 

potentially deflating emotions like despair. Generally, emotional levels were higher 

towards local immigrants and immigrants crossing the desert to begin with, suggesting 

initial levels of focus on immigrants among participants prior to their participation in 

BorderLinks. Participants’ emotional attention to immigrants in their local community 

also increased, which may be important since participants’ local communities are the 

proximate site of pro-immigrant activity. The largest increase in an emotion between t1 

and t2 was reserved for anger—towards politicians.  

These changes provide substantial evidence that BorderLinks serves as an 

experience of emotional intensification, an important conclusion given the role emotions  

have in motivating forms of civic engagement and social movement participation 

(Beyerlein and Sikkink 2008; Jasper 1997; Jasper 1998). If BorderLinks can intensify the 

emotional life of participants, this may have important influence on participants’ reaction 
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to other aspects of the experience and the willingness to take action upon returning home. 

In particular, BorderLinks appears to generate what Jasper (1998) has called “transitory, 

context-specific emotions,” focusing participants on certain targets of approbation 

(immigrants) and targets of opposition (border authorities and politicians).  

The emotional changes that occur tend to construct crossing immigrants as 

suffering and border authorities and politicians as parties that create that suffering. The 

emotions towards border authorities and politicians may become complicated, with a 

significant change in sorrow towards each of these groups. Notably, emotions towards 

humanitarian aid activists did not significantly change, despite the numerous interactions 

that participants have with such activists during their BorderLinks trip. This may suggest 

that participants do not generally experience border-based humanitarian activism as 

influential on their emotional life and affiliated behaviors. This may not be a surprising 

outcome since, after all, participants return to their home with very few having the actual 

U.S.-Mexico border as a locale of future action. 

Some of the binary variables suggest a picture of shifting understanding about the 

border and shifting behaviors after returning home. There is a significant change in how 

participants describe the cause of immigration. Participants were asked at t1 and t2 an 

open-ended question regarding what they saw as the causes of immigration along the 

U.S-Mexico border. These answers were coded according to three types of answers: 

immigration caused by a general force (economics, poverty), immigration caused by a 

particular policy (NAFTA, agricultural trade, peso devaluation), or immigration caused 
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by the individual decision-making of immigrants. Participants could provide one, two, or 

all three of these explanations in their answer. The two variables shown in Table 7.1 

reveal that participants were more likely after their BorderLinks experience than prior to 

the experience to say that a general force and/or a policy caused immigration. There was 

no significant change in the reporting of individual decision-making by immigrants as an 

explanation.  

This change suggests that the BorderLinks experience had some effect on how 

participants think about immigration. BorderLinks participants had an increasingly 

structural way of thinking about immigration, instead of as a set of individual decisions. 

Despite not articulating a concise diagnostic frame about immigration causality, the 

experience has shifted some participants’ interpretation of the issue (Snow and Benford 

1988). However, the absolute level of reporting policy as a cause of immigration is still 

quite low—only about ¼ of participants used such an explanation. By comparison, about 

40% of participants both before and after the trip mention individual decision-making by 

immigrants. These results suggest that a BorderLinks experience does not 

provide/enforce one clearly framed way of understanding immigration for the majority of 

its participants. This is in line with BorderLinks’ tendency to emphasize the importance 

of “complexity” regarding immigration. The changes here are evidence that complexity is 

part of participants’ attitudes, but this complexity diffuses any precise diagnosis about 

immigration causality. 
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The last set of variables in Table 7.1 document change between t1 and t2 in the 

proportion of participants who had ever done a particular civic or activist behavior, such 

as signing a petition. In effect, this is measuring whether the BorderLinks experience is 

responsible for a motivating new behaviors among those who had never done the 

behavior before. To clarify, we can focus on the item “R has contacted politician about 

immigration at some time” as an example. The mean in the column for t1 shows that 28% 

of participants had done this prior to the BorderLinks trip. At t2, 40% of participants had 

done such an activity. The mean listed in the column for t2 does not suggest the 

proportion of people that have done the activity since the trip; instead, it shows the 

proportion of people who have ever done the activity, either before or after the trip. The 

difference in means between time and t2 reflects the increase in doing the activity among 

those who had not done the activity before the trip. 

For each of these behaviors, one-tailed tests in the hypothesized direction of post-

trip change provide some evidence that the BorderLinks trip influenced these behaviors. 

There is some evidence that the BorderLinks trip may have motivated participants to sign 

a petition of any type, to talk with a politician about immigration, and to be part of an 

environmental advocacy group. Each of these variables is significant at the .10 level, 

using a one-tailed test. This is the lowest level of significance we could reasonably 

suggest as significant, so change in these behaviors should be treated with some caution. 

There is stronger evidence for change regarding two behaviors. There is a 

significant difference at the .05 level in the proportion of participants who are a part of an 
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immigration-specific advocacy group and a non-immigration-specific advocacy group 

after the BorderLinks trip. Together, these results suggest some important movement 

among persons who had not before been involved in this sort of political activity. 

Table 7.2 presents categorical variables and change in their distributions between 

t1 and t2. 
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Table 7.2 Longitudinal Tests of Categorical Variables 

% p 

    t1 t2 
Two- 
tail 

R's experience contacting the media 
Done it 33.82 42.65 0.06 
Have not done it, buy might 55.88 27.94 
Have not done it, and will not 10.29 29.41 

R's willingness to use nonviolence 
Done it 10.29 11.94 0.02 
Have not done it, buy might 60.29 40.3 
Have not done it, and will not 29.41 47.76 

R frequency of shopping at farmer's in typical month 
More than once a week 7.46 17.65 0.00 
Once a week 17.91 29.41 
Several times a month 17.91 11.76 
Once or twice a month 28.36 26.47 
Never 28.36 14.72 

R frequency of consuming Fair Trade products in a typical month  
Daily 16.42 32.35 0.01 
A few times a week 16.42 5.88 
Once a week 8.96 13.24 
Several times a month 13.43 23.53 
Once a month 17.91 11.76 
Never 26.87 13.24 

    

466



 

 

% p 

    t1 t2 
Two- 
tail 

R frequency of attending religious services  
Weekly or more 47.06 45.59 0.07 
Occasionally 32.35 25 
Never 20.59 29.41 

The US has a special role to play in world affairs 
Don't know 9.09 4.41 0.02 
Strongly Disagree 15.15 16.18 
Somewhat Disagree 24.24 25 
Somewhat Agree 37.88 26.47 
Strongly Agree 13.64 27.94 

One can rely on the government to do the right thing 
Don't know 4.55 7.46 0.01 
Strongly Disagree 16.67 23.88 
Somewhat Disagree 33.33 41.79 
Somewhat Agree 43.94 26.87 
Strongly Agree 1.52 0 

How important have border and immigration issues been to you? 
Don't know 1.47 0 0.00 
The most important issue 5.88 7.35 
One issue among a number 52.94 83.82 
Somewhat important 32.35 7.35 
Not important at all 7.35 1.47 
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% p 

    t1 t2 
Two- 
tail 

The US is too strict in enforcing immigration laws along the US-Mexico border 
Don't know 21.88 9.52 0.05 
Strongly Disagree 6.25 4.76 
Somewhat Disagree 18.75 17.46 
Somewhat Agree 31.25 42.86 
Strongly Agree 21.88 25.4 

The growing number of immigrants will improve US culture with new ideas and customs 
Don't know 12.7 6.35 0.03 
Strongly Disagree 0 0 
Somewhat Disagree 1.59 3.17 
Somewhat Agree 36.51 31.75 
Strongly Agree 49.21 58.73 

An amnesty program for undocumented immigrants already in the US? 
Don't know 10.94 2.99 0.01 
Somewhat Oppose 1.56 2.99 
Support 42.19 34.33 
Strongly Support 45.31 59.7 

Greater federal spending for tighter border security to prevent immigration 
Don't know 6.25 4.55 0.02 
Strongly Oppose 48.44 77.27 
Somewhat Oppose 40.63 13.64 
Support 4.69 4.55 
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% p 

    t1 t2 
Two- 
tail 

Strongly Support 0 0 
Abolishing the US-Mexico border 

Don't know 20.31 13.64 0.09 
Strongly Oppose 34.38 29.79 
Somewhat Oppose 26.56 27.27 
Support 15.63 21.21 
Strongly Support 3.13 9.09 

Feel a sense of pride in your delegation group 
Don't know 13.64 0 0.00 
Strongly Disagree 3.03 1.47 
Somewhat Disagree 3.03 0 
Somewhat Agree 45.45 17.65 
Strongly Agree 34.85 80.88 

Feel a sense of belonging in your delegation group 
Don't know 13.64 1.47 0.00 
Strongly Disagree 3.03 2.94 
Somewhat Disagree 7.58 5.88 
Somewhat Agree 42.42 30.88 

  Strongly Agree 33.33 58.82   

          

Note: Only variables with significant change shown 
Statistical tests are Wilcoxon matched pairs signed-rank tests 
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The first two variables in the table are activist behaviors from categorical 

variables that measured whether a participant had done the activity, whether they had not 

done the activity but might, and whether they had not done the activity and would not. In 

essence, these variables provide a sense not only of participant behavior but participant 

willingness to consider behavior.  

The distribution of answers for some of these variables shows that a BorderLinks 

trip may have a mixed effect both encouraging and suppressing behavior. For example, 

there was a significant change in the distribution of participants regarding contacting the 

media: after the BorderLinks trip more participants had done so, but also more 

participants had reported less willingness to do so in the future. Similarly, after the 

BorderLinks trip, a greater proportion of participants were less willing to consider 

engaging in nonviolence as a form of social action. These results have two 

complimentary explanations. First, these behaviors were unfamiliar to the large majority 

of BorderLinks participants, but participants at t1 signaled an openness, possibly due to 

social desirability. Second, the BorderLinks experience may have sensitized participants 

to the difficulties and conflicts entailed in these behaviors, causing a more honest 

accounting among participants about their willingness to consider “maybe” doing these 

behaviors after the trip. 

The remainder of Table 7.2 presents the change in distributions between t1 and t2 

regarding a number of other behaviors and attitudes. 
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First, the behaviors. After the BorderLinks trip, participants showed significantly 

increased frequency of shopping at a farmer’s market in a typical month and consuming 

Fair Trade products. The change in these actions is not too surprising since BorderLinks 

has a strong focus on personalized economic behaviors and since these are individualized 

actions that have become relatively easy to do in many shopping environments.  

There was one behavior that changed in a negative direction among the sample of 

participants—attendance at worship services. After a BorderLinks trip, a larger 

proportion of participants reported less worship attendance than before the trip. The 

change shows a nearly 50% increase in the percentage of participants that report never 

attending worship services. This shift is due to participants who had only occasionally 

attended worship beforehand stopping attendance. Unfortunately, follow-up question on 

the post-trip survey meant to elicit personal causes for change in attendance provided 

minimal insight. One person mentioned an increasingly busy lifestyle, while another 

simply reported not having “the interest or the time.” 

There were four people who reported changing worship activity after the trip. 

Three of these changes were as a result of moving, likely from college to home. But one 

appears directly related to the BorderLinks experience, suggesting the potential 

reorientation of faith. A participant from a seminary reported: “I could no longer attend a 

church that believed things that were so contradictory to what I believed. I couldn't 

continue to worship in such a conservative setting.” This suggests not only the religious 
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nature of immersion travel, but the consequences for religious practice as socio-political 

understanding of the world changes (Trinitapoli and Vaisey 2009). 

Finally, in line with changes in emotions reviewed above, BorderLinks 

participants appear to shift in their attitudes on a number of issues. After a BorderLinks 

trip a significantly greater proportion of respondents think that the US is too strict in 

border enforcement, that increased federal spending on border security is not a good idea, 

and that an amnesty for immigrants in the US should be declared. BorderLinks 

participants were both more likely to agree that the US has a special role to play in world 

affairs and less likely to agree that people can rely on the government to do the right 

thing. At first glance this seems contradictory, until considering that individuals do not 

necessarily regard the United States’ special role in a triumphant way. It is likely that 

participants regard this special role as sign of uniqueness: uniqueness in economic and 

militarized strength that have large effects on global process, including immigration. This 

uniqueness, according to participants, does not mean that U.S. is handling this 

responsibility well.  

Less reliance on the ability of government to do the right thing can mean more 

reliance on citizens to make government do the right thing. Indeed, there is a marked 

increase in the salience of the border/immigration issue among participants which, along 

with deepened emotions, may help to spur engagement in new behaviors like those 

reviewed above. The significant change in issue salience is striking: prior to the trip about 
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60% of participants paid attention to the border/immigration as important, but after the 

trip over 90% claim that border and immigration issues were important to them. 

This overview shows that participants do change between t1 and t2. The strongest 

evidence of change, statistically speaking, is for economic behavior, selected emotions, 

and pro-migrant attitudes. Notably, these tend to be individualistic and internal; that is, 

they are changes that can happen among participants regarding internal states such as 

attitudes and emotions. These changes are not generally social-structural, in the sense of 

having to develop radically different patterns of behavior. The strongest behavioral 

changes--participating in alternative economics forums like farmer’s markets and free 

trade goods--has become relatively easy to do on one’s own at main venues of shopping 

activity throughout the United States. There is some evidence for more civic-political 

behavioral change, for example contacting a politician, signing a petition, and joining an 

immigration advocacy group. In general, these may be more difficult to achieve, 

requiring either non-negligible development of new political behavior patterns and/or 

organizational opportunities to do these new behaviors.   

It is wise to be careful in attributing this change solely to BorderLinks. For one 

thing, participants may be motivated to show that they have changed, leading to the 

reporting of higher scores for themselves regarding emotions, behaviors, and attitudes. 

For another, participants may be embedded in life processes that facilitated change (such 

as college courses), of which the BorderLinks experience was just a part. Finally, for 

some groups the BorderLinks trip is one part of a larger set of immigration-focused 
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activities which would abet the changes discussed here. To consider these possibilities, I 

provide a brief overview of participant change according to categorization on a few 

important variables. 

 

7.2.1 Post-trip Change by Sub-categories 

Table 7.3 lists measures of change with participants categorized in two different 

ways: by their self-described importance of religion prior to the trip and by their age. 

These two divisions are important given the age and religious diversity among 

BorderLinks participants. Here, those who prior to the trip said that religion was “Very” 

or “Extremely” important in their lives were coded as “Religious.” Those participants 

between the ages of 14 and 23 were coded as “youth.”
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Table 7.3 Longitudinal Comparisons of All Variables by Two Different Categorizations 

  Non-Religious Religious Non-Youth (23+) Youth (14-23) 

  Mean 

p 

Mean 

p 

Mean 

p 

Mean 

p   t1 t2 t1 t2 t1 t2 t1 t2 

Differences by Age Group                         
R has heard of the School of the 
Americas* 

N/A N/A 

0.70 0.73 0.77 0.26 0.45 0.09

R reports emotional compassion for 
local immigrants* 

0.70 0.90 0.06 0.74 0.81 0.45

R reports emotional sorrow towards 
Border Patrol* 

0.13 0.10 0.72 0.09 0.27 0.05

R contacted politician about 
immigration at some time* 

0.30 0.47 0.18 0.26 0.34 0.45

R agrees that politics is too 
complicated for people like me 

  
 

0.10
  

0.22

I don't think the government cares 
much for what I think 

  
 

0.09
  

0.18

Good citizens must work to 
fundamentally change economic and 
political systems 

  
 

0.05
  

0.88

How often R prays (increasing 
direction) 

  
 

0.07
  

0.66

How often do R meditate 
(increasing direction) 

  
 

0.04
  

0.90

R has contacted politician about 
immigration at some time 

  
 

0.06
  

0.25
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(increasing willingness)  

        
Differences by Religious 
Importance                         

R reports emotional anger towards 
Border Patrol* 

0.19 0.17 0.80 0.18 0.42 0.03 

N/A N/A 

R reports emotional frustration 
towards Border Patrol* 

0.50 0.57 0.62 0.47 0.69 0.05 

R reports sorrow towards 
politicians* 

0.15 0.27 0.30 0.03 0.14 0.08 

R reports a general cause for 
immigration* 

0.69 0.88 0.09 0.75 0.81 0.57 

R reports a specific policy for 
immigration* 

0.23 0.28 0.69 0.08 0.28 0.03 

R reports praying fairly often or 
very often* 

0.03 0.20 0.04 0.82 0.79 0.77 

R has signed an immigration 
petition*   

0.37 0.53 0.19 0.50 0.55 0.65 

Voting is the only way I can have a 
say (decreasing agreement) 

  
 

0.05   
 

0.70 

R has signed an immigration 
petition (increasing willingness) 

  
 

0.10   
 

1.00 

R contacted the media (decreasing 
willingness) 

  
 

0.02   
 

0.65 
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R protested (decreasing willingness)   
 

1.00   
 

0.05 

              

Differences by Religious Importance and Age Group 
R reports emotional despair for 
immigrants crossing the desert* 

0.04 0.30 0.01 0.18 0.31 0.22 0.17 0.24 0.48 0.09 0.35 0.01

R reports anger toward politicians* 0.31 0.70 0.00 0.39 0.75 0.00 0.27 0.69 0.00 0.44 0.76 0.01

R has heard the term NAFTA* 0.89 1.00 0.07 0.97 1.00 0.31 1.00 1.00   0.89 1.00 0.04

R has emotions towards local 
immigrants* 

0.77 0.97 0.03 0.92 0.97 0.33 0.87 1.00 0.04 0.85 0.95 0.19

R has emotions towards politicians* 0.63 0.87 0.04 0.87 0.97 0.10 0.80 0.93 0.14 0.74 0.92 0.04

R has emotions of anger* 0.31 0.77 0.00 0.47 0.81 0.00 0.37 0.72 0.01 0.40 0.84 0.00

R part of an environmental group at 
some time* 

0.40 0.60 0.12 0.55 0.63 0.48 0.53 0.63 0.43 0.45 0.61 0.17

R part of an immigration advocacy 
group at some time* 

0.37 0.53 0.19 0.34 0.50 0.16 0.30 0.43 0.28 0.39 0.58 0.11

R has been part of another advocacy 
group at some time* 

0.63 0.73 0.41 0.47 0.66 0.11 0.53 0.70 0.18 0.55 0.68 0.24

R has signed another type of 
petition at some time* 

0.80 0.93 0.13 0.79 0.84 0.55 0.83 0.87 0.72 0.76 0.89 0.13

R frequency of shopping at farmer's 
in typical month (increasing) 

  
 

0.07   
 

0.01   
 

0.33
  

0.00
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How often consume Fair Trade 
products in a typical month 

  
 

0.04   
 

0.01   
 

0.01
  

0.02

How often R attends worship 
(decreasing direction) 

  
 

0.09   
 

0.71   
 

1.00
  

0.05

R engaged in nonviolence 
(decreasing willingness) 

  
 

0.01   
 

0.41   
 

0.71
  

0.01

The US has a special role to play in 
world affairs 

  
 

0.29   
 

0.03   
 

0.01
  

0.32

One can rely on the government to 
do the right thing 

  
 

0.01   
 

0.20   
 

0.16
  

0.02

It is important to understand the 
reasoning of others 

  
 

0.37   
 

0.04   
 

0.01
  

0.22

Importance of border/immigration  
as an issue 

  
 

0.00   
 

0.04   
 

0.01
  

0.01

The US is too strict in enforcing 
immigration laws along the US-
Mexico border 

  
 

0.03   
 

0.59   
 

0.01
  

0.87

The growing number of immigrants 
will improve US culture with new 
ideas and customs 

  
 

0.09   
 

0.14   
 

0.03
  

0.28

An amnesty program for 
undocumented immigrants already 
in the US? 

  
 

0.00   
 

0.76   
 

0.96
  

0.00

Greater federal spending for tighter 
border security to prevent 
immigration 

    0.09     0.07     0.09     0.06
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Note: Only variables with significant change 
shown 

* denotes binary variables with significance tests of proportions using a binomial distribution. Remaining statistical 
tests are Wilcoxon matched pairs signed-rank tests. All significance tests are two-tailed 
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The first third of the table lists variables with significant difference in change by 

age category. The second third of the table lists variables with significant difference in 

change by religiosity. The final third of the table lists variables with significant difference 

in change among both grouping variables. 

In the final third, adult participants experienced significant emotional increase in 

compassion towards local immigrants in their communities. Both adults and youth had 

significant change in anger towards politicians, resulting in post-trip levels of politician 

anger at about 70% for both groups. Youth showed significant increases in emotional 

despair for immigrants and emotional sorrow for Border Patrol agents.  

There were important differences in aspects of change regarding religious practice 

between these age groups. Contrary to the youth focus of much short-term mission trip 

research, there is evidence here that adults—not youths—experienced a bump in religious 

behaviors such as prayer and meditation. Only among youths was there a significant 

change in religious attendance, and this was in a negative direction. 

Adults appear to have some motivational deflation regarding the governmental 

role in immigration reform, since they have a significant increase in agreement that 

politics is too complicated for “people like me.”  They also have a greater tendency after 

the BorderLinks trip to agree that the government does not care for what they think. 

However, this change actually brings them close to matching young people’s greater 

agreement with this attitude (frequencies not shown in this table). After a BorderLinks 
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trip both age groups have similar levels of governmental alienation, hovering around 

40%.   

However, the trip may motivate some persons regarding their own role in such 

reform. Adults began the trip with greater agreement that good citizens must reform 

systems (62% strongly agree vs. 49% strongly agree among youth), and came away with 

a significant increase in this regard (79% vs. 59%).   

Behavioral wise, adults showed a significant increase in the proportion reporting 

contact with politicians about immigration issues. Youth, on the other hand, changed in 

the proportion reporting joining an immigration advocacy group. Both youths and adults 

reported similar levels of being part of an environmental group, but only for youth 

participants did this indicate a significant shift after the BorderLinks trip. These 

differences may partially reflect different modes of political activity, with joining a group 

lending itself to an easier entrée into new activity than contacting a politician. 

Comparing religious and non-religious participants, both groups experienced 

some change in emotions. Non-religious participants experienced significant changes 

towards immigrants in their local community and immigrants crossing the U.S.-Mexico 

border. For these emotional targets, non-religious participants usually had much lower 

levels of an emotion at t1 compared to religious persons, and had much greater increases 

in that emotion. Conversely, religious persons had more dramatic changes in emotions 

towards Border Patrol agents and politicians involved with immigration, sometimes 

starting with lower levels at t1 than non-religious persons.  
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This pattern of emotional change is important to note. It appears that religious 

participants entered the trip more likely to have an emotional orientation cultivated 

towards immigrants, both in the local community and those crossing the desert. Various 

scholars have documented the power of the immigrant symbol within religious 

imaginations so it is possible that religious persons coming from religious organizations 

were already attuned to images of immigrant struggle and suffering (Hondagneu-Sotelo 

2007; Hondagneu-Sotelo 2008). However, targets connected with the legitimacy of the 

state (Border Patrol agents and politicians) were not frequently identified with emotions 

by religious participants prior to the trip.  This suggests that the emotional life of 

religious participants regarding state targets is a key aspect of change that can occur 

during a BorderLinks trip. Greater pre-trip emotional support (through the absence of 

negative emotions) for authority figures among religious persons is not a permanent 

orientation in terms of emotions, but something which can be shifted. 

There is a mixed pattern regarding change in behaviors between religious and 

non-religious persons: participants from the two groups had nearly identical post-trip 

proportions reporting participating in environmental groups and signing an immigration 

petition (though for non-religious folks this was because of significant change between t1 

and t2).  But both groups did show significant change in being part of an immigration 

advocacy group. Notably, non-religious participants also showed significant change in 

praying; however, they did so only at one-quarter the level of religious participants. 
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This short sub-group analysis has shown the importance of breaking down trip 

experience by key participant characteristics. The BorderLinks trip experience can 

influence the emotions and behaviors of these groups differently. This is not only because 

these sub-groups “begin” at different levels of emotion and behavior, but because the trip 

is differentially experienced due to different life stages and religious outlooks (Smith 

1996). 

One important weakness of this sub-group analysis is that religiosity and youth 

are actually correlated at -.49. Older persons are more likely to be religiously active in 

this sample, and in the general population overall. This means that the differences by age 

and religiosity that are expressed in the table are linked, such that the non-religious and 

youth columns are similar and the religious and non-youth columns are similar as well.  

 

7.2.2 Post-Trip Changes by Group Type 

One other way to categorize this data is according to the type of group that 

participants traveled with. As other portions of this project have shown, feeder 

organizations not only structure diversity in age and religion, but influence the very way 

that trips are experienced. To help understand post-trip change, Table 7.4 shows variables 

with significant change for at least one of the types of group that come through 

BorderLinks. The columns show the four types of groups. Sample sizes are quite low for 

two of the groups, so caution is needed when interpreting this data. 
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Table 7.4 Longitudinal Changes of Binary Variables, by Type of Group 

  
Religious 

College (n=7) 
Secular College 

(n=31) Seminary (n=11) 
Congregation 

(n=19) 

  Means 

p 

Means 

p 

Means 

p 

Means 

p   t1 t2 t1 t2 t1 t2 t1 t2 
Heard of the School of the 
Americas 

0.57 0.57
 

0.35 0.58 0.07 0.64 0.64
 

0.47 0.53 
  

R reports emotional 
compassion for local 
immigrants 

1.00 0.83
 

0.61 0.83 0.05 0.73 0.91
 

0.78 0.84 
  

R reports emotional 
compassion for immigrants 
crossing the desert 

0.86 0.67
 

0.71 0.90 0.07 1.00 0.91
 

0.83 0.89 
  

R reports emotional sorrow for 
immigrants crossing the desert 

0.71 0.33
 

0.36 0.63 0.04 0.45 0.64
 

0.56 58.00
  

R reports emotional despair for 
immigrants crossing the desert 

0.00 0.33 0.10 0.07 0.30 0.03 0.18 0.36
 

0.22 0.26 
  

R reports anger toward 
politicians 

0.43 0.33
 

0.46 0.83 0.00 0.18 0.82 0.00 0.28 0.63 0.03
 

R reports sorrow toward 
politicians 

0.29 0.17
 

0.11 0.30
    

0.00 0.16 0.08
 

R has emotions towards 
politicians 

0.86 0.83
 

0.77 0.93 0.08 0.91 1.00
 

0.63 0.89 0.06
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Religious 

College (n=7) 
Secular College 

(n=31) Seminary (n=11) 
Congregation 

(n=19) 

  Means p Means p Means p Means p 

R has anger 0.43 0.50
 

0.46 0.90 0.00 0.36 0.91 0.01 0.33 0.63 0.07
 

R has sorrow 0.86 0.67
 

0.54 0.80 0.03 0.55 0.64
 

0.61 0.68 
  

R has heard the term maquila 0.86 0.86
 

0.82 0.87
 

0.45 0.73
 

0.84 1.00 0.08
 

R reports general cause for 
immigration 

0.57 0.83
 

0.78 0.85
 

0.91 0.82
 

0.59 0.84 0.09
 

R reports specific policy for 
immigration  

0.00 0.17
 

0.26 0.48 0.10 0.18 0.27
 

0.00 0.05 
  

R has signed an immigration 
petition sometime 

0.43 0.43
 

0.55 0.71 0.19 0.36 0.45
 

0.32 0.37 
  

R has contacted a politician 
about immigration sometime 

0.14 0.14
 

0.35 0.42
 

0.36 0.45
 

0.16 0.42 0.07
 

                          

Significance tests of proportions using a binomial distribution 
All significance tests shown are two-tailed. 
p-values only listed for those sub-groups with significant change between t1 and t2. 
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An immediately striking feature is how much emotional intensification occurred 

among participants from secular college groups. In most of the emotions concerning local 

and crossing immigrants, participants from secular college groups began at lower 

emotional levels at t1 but ended at similar levels at t2 as other groups. This echoes 

emotional changes we saw in the tables above. These emotions are generally “softer,” 

having to do with compassion, sorrow, and despair. They are also linked with a particular 

emotional target; immigrants in this case. The BorderLinks trip appears to generate 

important changes in the emotional lives of these participants, linking their concerns and 

identities with those of immigrants. 

Almost all types of groups showed significant change in anger towards 

politicians. Participants from all groups ended with high levels of knowing the term 

maquila, but for congregational group members the change was substantial and 

significant. Notably, congregational group members also changed significantly in 

reporting a general cause for immigration. Compared to participants from other types of 

groups, congregational group members appear to be particularly influenced by the 

informational changes as a result of the BorderLinks experience. Secular college groups 

stand out by the level at which they report policies as a cause of immigration, which 

increased after the BorderLinks trip. This suggests that they may be embedded in a 

learning environment that draws out these more specific strands of immigration policy. 

Regarding behaviors, participants from secular college groups had higher levels 

of signing immigrant petitions at t2—and had a significant change to get to such a level.  
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Three of the types of groups ended at t2 with similar level of contacting politicians about 

immigration, but only for congregational group members was this shift significant. (It 

may not have been so if the response rate of congregation-based youth to the post-trip 

survey was higher). This suggests the BorderLinks experience may be particularly 

important for politicizing the behaviors of congregational members. 

Table 7.5 presents the direction of changes in the distributions of categorical 

variables, as long as the change was significant for at least one of the four types of 

groups.
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Table 7.5 Longitudinal Changes of Categorical Variables, by Type of Group 

  
Direction 
of Change 

Religious 
College  
(n=7) 

Secular 
College 
 (n=31) 

Seminary 
(n=11) 

Congregation
 (n=19) 

R frequency consuming Fair Trade 
products in a typical month  

Increasing 0.08 
  

0.03 
 

R frequency of shopping at farmer's 
market in typical month 

Increasing 
 

0.01 
   

R frequency of talking politics Increasing 
  

0.10 
  

R frequency of reading the Bible Increasing 
   

0.03 
 

R frequency of prayer Increasing 
  

0.08 
  

R frequency of attending worship 
services 

Decreasing 
 

0.10 
   

The US government should spend more 
to fight hunger and poverty 

Increasing 
   

0.10 
 

The US has a special role to play in 
world affairs 

Increasing 
   

0.00 
 

One can rely on the government to do 
the right thing 

Decreasing 0.09 
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Direction 
of Change 

Religious 
College  
(n=7) 

Secular 
College 
 (n=31) 

Seminary 
(n=11) 

Congregation
 (n=19) 

Voting is the only way I can have a say Decreasing 
 

0.04 
   

Politics is too complicated for people 
like me 

Decreasing 
 

0.03 
   

It is important to understand the 
reasoning of others 

Decreasing, 
Increasing, 
Increasing 

 
0.03 0.03 0.10 

 

I don't think the government cares much 
for what I think 

Increasing 
  

0.03 
  

Good citizens must work to 
fundamentally change economic and 
political systems 

Increasing 0.08 
    

Importance of border/immigration  as an 
issue 

Increasing 
 

0.08 
 

0.01 
 

Importance of the Virgen of Guadalupe Increasing 
   

0.03 
 

The US is too strict in enforcing 
immigration laws along the US-Mexico 
border 

Increasing 
   

0.02 
 

Recent immigration levels take jobs 
away from people in the country 

Decreasing 0.08 
    

The growing number of immigrants will 
improve US culture with new ideas and 
customs 

Increasing 
   

0.03 
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Direction 
of Change 

Religious 
College  
(n=7) 

Secular 
College 
 (n=31) 

Seminary 
(n=11) 

Congregation
 (n=19) 

An amnesty program for undocumented 
immigrants already in the US 

Increasing 
 

0.02 
   

            
Cell contents are p values. Statistical tests are Wilcoxon matched pairs signed-rank tests 
All significance tests shown are two-
tailed. 
p-values only listed for those sub-groups with significant change between t1 and t2. 
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For seminarians and congregation members, there was a marked increase in some 

religious behaviors: reading the bible for congregational groups members and praying for 

seminarians. (Again, this finding may have been weaker for congregational groups if 

more youth had responded to the survey. If so, as suggested by youth results above, it 

suggests an intriguing scenario by which age groups in the same type of religious 

organization can be differentially affected by the same experience). By contrast, 

participants from college groups decreased in religious worship attendance. These sorts 

of outcomes suggest that the organizational type of the group a participant travels with 

focuses the way a participant experiences change.  

A final piece of evidence along these lines is that the BorderLinks trip may be 

particularly radicalizing for participants of secular college groups. Participants in these 

groups were significantly less likely after the trip to see voting as the only way to have a 

say, to see politics as too complicated, and to prioritize understanding the reasons of 

others. This last item is actually contrary to the model of BorderLinks, which encourages 

a pragmatic neutrality with lots of “voices” about immigration. While seminary and 

congregational groups increase on this item (suggesting an acceptance of BorderLinks’ 

pragmatic neutrality), secular college group participants decreased in their support. This 

conclusion supports evidence in earlier chapters regarding the interpretation of the 

experience, with secular groups having a stronger pre-existing background in, and 

cultural repertories for, political engagement. 
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7.3 New Post-Trip Activities 

A BorderLinks trip may also inspire idiosyncratic actions not captured by a 

pre/post-test design. Here, we are focused on behaviors that BorderLinks participants 

reported in response to questions about what they did when they returned home from the 

BorderLinks experience. For example, the survey asked whether and how the participant 

had spoken about their BorderLinks experience. This particular outcome is important, for 

example because when participants leave BorderLinks they are reminded by many staff 

to share their “story.” Simply put, BorderLinks participants do this, as Table 7.6 shows.
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Table 7.6 Percentage of Post-trip Activities by Type of Group 

 

All 
Groups 
(n=68) 

Religious 
College 
(n=7) 

Secular 
College 
(n=31) 

Seminary 
(n=11) 

Congrega-
tion  

(n=19) 
 

% p 

Talked to a family member about 
U.S./Mexico border or immigration 

99 100 100 100 94 0.4 0.5    

Talked to a friend about U.S./Mexico 
border or immigration 

100 100 100 100 100 1 1    

Mentioned your trip experience and/or 
posted pictures on web in last 4 months. 

71 80 81 67 46 0.2 0.2    

Gave individual presentation/talk about trip 
experience 

36 29 29 82 21 0 0    

Gave group presentation/talk about trip 
experience 

68 57 74 36 79 0.1 0.1    

Showed pictures of the trip in public as 
individual 

43 71 32 91 21 0 0    

Showed pictures of the trip in public as a 
group 

54 57 52 27 74 0.1 0.1    

Made video or podcast as a group to show 
publicly 

12 14 16 9 5 0.7 0.7    

Wrote article as individual about trip 
experience 

25 0 16 55 32 0 0    
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Wrote article as a group about trip 
experience 

9 29 6 0 11 0.2 0.2    

Visited BorderLinks website or Facebook 
page 

48 57 53 36 44 0.7 0.8    

Read a newsletter or other BorderLinks 
resource  

70 71 68 45 89 0.1 0.1    

Read a book about the US-Mexico border 
or immigration 

50 57 57 36 44 0.6 0.6    

Communicated with someone from Mexico 
whom was met during the BorderLinks 
delegation 

12 14 10 27 6 0.4 0.3    

Volunteered to help immigrants from 
Mexico, Central, or South America in the 
local community 

30 0 43 9 33 0.1 0.1    

People other than group members approve 
of your BorderLinks participation 

92 100 90 100 89 0.6 0.8    

People other than group members 
disapprove of your BorderLinks 
participation 

21 17 16 27 28 0.7 0.5    

Conflict with member of group over border 
or immigration 

11 17 10 0 17 0.5 0.5    

Conflict with friend or family over border 
or immigration 

60 83 57 73 50 0.4 0.4    

                

p values calculated with chi-square tests and Fisher's exact tests, respectively 
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Nearly every single BorderLinks participant reported talking to a family member 

and at least one other friend about the U.S./Mexico border or immigration issues. Three-

quarters of participants reported having a blog or social networking site, of which 70% 

had mentioned their trip experience and/or posted pictures. The solidarity provided by 

being part of a group was important for the frequency of formalized presentations about 

the BorderLinks experience: only 35% of participants reported giving an individual 

presentation about the U.S.-Mexico border upon return, but 68% reported giving a 

presentation as part of a group.  

Participants from congregational groups especially reported giving group 

presentations. Follow-up interviews with congregation-based participants affirmed that 

most of this presenting was done to their congregation. This is an intriguing piece of 

evidence that these trips can have an impact on life of the feeder organizations 

themselves (Wuthnow and Lewis 2008). Seminarians, in contrast, reported more giving 

of individual presentations.  Follow-up interviews showed that this is related to their 

placement in individual churches as clergy-in-training. Seminarians often reported 

weaving their BorderLinks experience into their sermons.  

Just under half (43%) of participants reported showing pictures of the trip as an 

individual, but over half (54%) reported doing so as a group. In line with oral 

presentations, group picture presentations were quite prominent with participants from 

congregations, but much less so with seminarians. It is likely that oral presentations went 

hand-in-hand with group oral presentations. About half of participants from both types of 
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college groups reported showing pictures as part of a group.  Video or podcast sharing of 

the experience was less common, but about 12% of participants reported doing this 

activity as part of a group. It is likely this type of activity is more familiar to young 

persons who greater familiarity with that type of media.  

These actions express BorderLinks’ model of personalized testimony based on the 

experience of body and heart that participants had. But what about post-trip publicly-

directed action which, as we have already seen, is one of the weaker outcomes of the 

experience? Post-trip civic action was much more difficult and much less frequent among 

participants than story-telling. Only about 10% of participants reported participating in a 

group-based fund-raising or donation drive for immigrants in their local community. 

Only 30% of all participants had volunteered with a local community organization 

regarding immigration. This suggests that the contexts for pragmatic civic action were 

either unknown or inaccessible to BorderLinks participants. An important emerging 

theme in this discussion, echoing themes from literature about the role of religious 

organizations to provide places for the deployment of civic skills (Beyerlein and Hipp 

2006b; Verba et al. 1995), is that new behavior is difficult as participants return to 

contexts without organizational opportunities to support certain types of civic action. 

Only 12% had been in touch with someone that they had met in Mexico during 

the BorderLinks trip. This usually involved participants sending pictures or a note of 

thanks to the family they stayed with during a homestay. This relation linkage is 

admirable in light of the fact that less than one-quarter of participants who had done a 
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homestay could even recall the name of the Mexican family they had stayed with. This 

low amount of transnational connection seriously challenges organizational ideals about 

the nature of solidaristic connections between trip-goers and those they met.  

After being prompted about these specific activities, survey participants were 

provided a chance to share other activities they had done since returning home.  Three 

persons (out of 68) reported meeting with migrants in their local community. Almost as 

many people (2) traveled to Mexico another time after their BorderLinks trip, while seven 

reported doing a project or internship based on immigration issues. Two persons 

reporting working within their congregation and denomination to focus on immigration 

issues; one person reported attending a vigil for reform; and one person wrote a letter to 

the President of the United States about the experience. While participants linked these 

behaviors to their BorderLinks trip, this is difficult to verify since these were behaviors 

not captured by the pre-trip survey. Even if we attribute them to the BorderLinks 

experience, this is mostly weak evidence for motivating role that the trip has on certain 

types of behavior, such as connecting with immigrants in close proximity. 

Finally, participants had to navigate relational hurdles upon returning home. 

While nearly all participants reported that friends or family members approved of their 

participation in a BorderLinks trip, about 1/5 of participants also reported someone 

disapproving of their participation. While these trips are rather low-cost in terms of 

opposition from friends and family, this rate of resistance suggests that these trip are not 

only seen as an experience of personal accomplishment in the eyes of others.  There is 
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also substantial evidence that participants encountered conflict about the topics of border 

and immigration when they returned home. About 60% of participants reported conflict 

with a family member or friend on immigration-related issues. This appears to be 

particularly prevalent for participants from religious colleges or seminaries.  

 In summary, there is some evidence of change among BorderLinks participants, 

but change of a specific variety. Given methodological limits, it appears that participants 

after a BorderLinks trip are more likely to have pro-immigrant attitudes, to develop 

certain emotions, to change some consumption patterns, and to exhibit some new civic 

behaviors. They are likely, too, to share the story of immersion travel to the border as 

well. However, it is far from clear that the trip experience on its own is able to encourage 

connection with immigrants in the local community or produce a connection to people at 

the border. Importantly, these changes appear to be mediated by the type of group that 

participants come with. As we have seen throughout, feeder organizations create groups 

with certain profiles, which then influences what change looks like among participants. 

So, for example, participants in congregations notably changed in their emotions towards 

politicians, white participants in secular colleges did similarly for immigrants crossing 

the desert.  This helps to understand why, for example, these trips meant religious 

strengthening for some participants (from congregations and professional religious 

groups) but not for participants from others (secular college groups).  
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7.4 The Conditions of Change 

A supposition in immersion travel—and of most travel, whether recreational or 

political—is that something internal to the experience itself can shift post-trip attitudes 

and behaviors (Smelser 2009). With this orientation in mind, I suggest that there are 

roughly four theoretical approaches for theorizing the change that can occur through 

experiential immersion travel. Here, I overview those approaches, noting prominent 

examples from other studies that included elements of immersion, particularly 

McAdam’s (1988) Freedom Summer  and Nepstad’s (2004) Convictions of the Soul. 

The first approach I term emotional intensification. Emotions have become 

central to understanding participation in social movements (Goodwin et al. 2001a). As we 

have just seen, BorderLinks participants show evidence of emotional intensification as a 

result of their immersion travel. In Jasper’s (1998) terms, some of the emotions 

intensified by BorderLinks, such as anger, are best described as “reactive”: developed 

through involvement in the experience of immersion travel. Such emotions begin at low 

or non-existent levels and are molded by the activities and speakers at BorderLinks. 

When linked with specific targets, emotions can become even more powerful, providing a 

focus that sustains the emotion and ensuing action (Gamson 1992).  McAdam’s (1988) 

description of the impact of Freedom Summer on volunteers evocatively shows how 

emotions towards authorities became re-arranged as the volunteers encountered repeated 

evidence that the assumed structure of “good guys” vs. “bad guys” was inaccurate. 
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Notably, the intensification of emotions does not necessarily entail radical 

personal change, for “even the most fleeting emotions are firmly rooted in moral and 

cognitive beliefs that are relatively stable and predictable” (Jasper 1998: 421). Non-

fleeting emotions, what Jasper terms “affects,” can be intensified as well, drawing out 

pre-existing orientations that may have been important to self-selection processes to 

begin with. These affects might be such emotions as compassion. A BorderLinks trip can 

both intensify long-standing affects while creating reactive emotions. While the classic 

emotions of anger and outrage are well-known for their role in activism, other emotions 

such as sorrow can also spur civic activity (Beyerlein and Sikkink 2008).  

An analysis of immersion travel should account for changes in emotions, 

particularly emotions tied to particular targets such as immigrants or politicians. As both 

the analysis of group styles in an earlier chapter and the tables above have shown, the 

emotional life of participants during travel can differ quite a bit due to group styles. 

However, different styles of managing emotions do not negate the reality of their 

presence.  

The second approach I term situated moralization. The difference between this 

and the first approach is the focus on situations during the period of travel that moralize 

the experience. These moralization situations involve emotional intensification, but also 

directly produce moral meanings and embodied sensations of injustice (Ignatow 2007). In 

this way, emotions and  moral outrage are closely linked (Nepstad and Smith 2001).  
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There is increasing evidence that some situations can morally transform persons 

quite quickly, particularly when tied to deep identities and strong moral claims. Young  

(Young 2001) has shown how the “immediatism” of psychological and emotional 

pressure in the early abolition movement generated conversions among individuals, 

shifting an evangelical focus on the self to a focus on society. In this depiction, 

moralization can occur quickly and entail clear conversions of behavior. Incidentally, this 

is not unlike the vision of transformation in BorderLinks’ own messaging. Jasper and 

Poulson’s (1995)  concept of “moral shock” involves a similar process of moral re-

orientation based in the encounter with specific images. They show how when persons 

encountered publicly-displayed images of animal abuse the images themselves were 

strong enough to consolidate activist involvement against such abuse. 

Situations that are group-based and involve strong symbolic material are 

especially likely to generate moralization during an immersion trip.  BorderLinks’ 

participants are rarely alone during their experience and they are often in spaces 

overflowing with overt religious symbols. Evoking the Durkheimian tradition, Collins 

(Collins 2001) provides such a description of moralization in social movements. He notes 

that shared rituals that focus on group experience (such as a desert walk during a 

BorderLinks trip), especially if they involve attention on innocent victims, can amplify or 

transform pre-existing emotions and attitudes.  

Similarly, Nepstad and Smith (2001)  argue that moral outrage is a response to 

situations encountered through immersion travel. In particular, they argue that personal 

501



 

 

contact with persons experiencing suffering was important for transforming American 

church-goers on trips to Central America. Noting how story-sharing would occur between 

activists and refugees during the Sanctuary Movement, Nepstad and Smith (2001) 

recount how the “stories moved North Americans both emotionally and politically” 

(162). These interactions created network ties imbued with moral meaning and 

motivation, personalizing an issue in a way which urged action (Nepstad 2004). Thus, 

situations that occurred as a group on a BorderLinks trip, that brought participants into 

personal contact with foreign others, and that provided symbols to carry emerging 

emotions could be important. 

The third approach, which was once the dominant stream for explaining 

individual change resulting in activism, focuses on the transformation of cognitive 

understanding. In a simplified  version of this approach, individuals are portrayed as 

thinkers guided by cognitive beliefs and ideas about a social situation, either their own or 

others (Jasper 1997; Munson 2009). Indeed, a popular term used to explain change in this 

approach affirms this orientation: consciousness-raising (Collins 2001).  Numerous 

authors have developed the concept of cognitive liberation to explain how changes in 

cognitive ideas influence changes in behavior (Mansbridge 2001; McAdam 1982; 

Nepstad 2007). In contrast, recent work by others such as Munson (Munson 2009)  has 

shown that the beliefs and opinions of activists are not necessarily settled or even 

coherent prior to involvement—involvement itself has that effect. Despite this theoretical 

disagreement about the motivating role of ideas and beliefs, it is likely that changing 

beliefs or opinions about injustice may be particularly important for the involvement of 
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individuals in distant-issue movements (Rucht 2000). Solidarity trips to Central America 

were at least partially about discovery of raw information about U.S. foreign policies, 

about military action, and about the false narrative of American benevolence (Nepstad 

2007). According to this approach, then, changes in knowledge about a particular social 

issue and the strengthening of participant agreement with opinions that support a new 

understanding of injustice should influence behavioral change. 

A fourth approach considers the unique cultural style of groups that participants 

travel with (Eliasoph and Lichterman 2003; Lichterman 2006; Mische 2003). This echoes 

an approach developed across this project that emphasizes the way feeder organizations 

recruit individuals with certain motivations, create groups with characteristic profiles, and 

influence the experience of travel. The type of feeder organization group that an 

individual travels with also provides some insight into the immediate organizational 

environments and repertoires of participants, which influences the types of activities they 

are most likely to imagine and participate in. One characteristic of this approach is the 

“subjective engageability” found in specific organizational settings (Nepstad and Smith 

2001). During the Central American Peace Movement, for those ensconced in liberal 

religious communities, religious identity provided an especially rich set of lenses for 

turning the experience of immersion travel into new activist behaviors. Involvement in 

organized church communities with teachings and texts that connected injustice with 

faith facilitated turning individuals’ experiences into activism (Nepstad 2004; Nepstad 

and Smith 2001). We have seen already, for example, that participants in congregational 

groups experience different emotional patterns than those in secular college groups.  
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7.5 A Qualitative Comparative Analysis 

To determine the influence of these four types of factors I use Qualitative 

Comparative Analysis (QCA). QCA is a useful method for this analysis for three reasons 

(Grant, Morales, and Sallaz 2009; Ragin 2008; Smilde 2005). First, despite a reasonable 

response rate of 33%, only 64 post-trip responses were collected. In a traditional 

quantitative statistical analysis this number of cases would yield low statistical power and 

limit the degrees of freedom for the number of variables to be used. QCA is ideal for 

limited samples in which a substantial amount of case-based information exists. Second, 

QCA’s Boolean logic treats the characteristics of cases as causal conditions for 

understanding outcomes of interest.  In contrast to quantitative statistical methods that 

average out the effects of each variable, QCA’s approach reveals how combinations of 

variables, and their presence or absence, may produce an outcome. With set-theoretic 

assumptions, QCA uses the criteria of consistency and coverage to show the explanatory 

value of combinatorial conditions, instead of looking for the main effects of one variable 

over others. Third, QCA is built on a back and forth treatment of theory and evidence that 

involves looking for the best explanation of an outcome.  

 The outcomes presented here are drawn from the post-trip surveys that 

participants completed six to ten months after their BorderLinks trip. The four outcomes 

are whether a participant felt “called” in some way, whether a participant became 

involved with an immigration advocacy organization, whether a participant contacted a 

politician concerning immigration, and whether a participant came to view immigration 
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through the lens of political policies. The four outcomes are shown in Table 7.7. The last 

three outcomes are from subsets of participants who had not reported the outcome in the 

pre-trip survey. So, for example, only those participants who had not been involved with 

an immigration advocacy organization are analyzed in that case. The second-to-last 

column in Table 7.7 shows the number of cases in each outcome’s analysis and the last 

column shows the number of cases with the outcome.
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Table 7.7 QCA Outcomes and Causal Conditions 

Outcome Description % N 
Outcome 
Present 

Called R has felt called at some point since the trip 38% 66 25 

Advocacy 
R has joined an immigration advocacy 
organization 

21% 42 9 

Contact 
R has contacted a politician about 
immigration 

16% 49 8 

Policy R now views immigration caused by policy 20% 49 10 

Causal 
Condition 
(Variable Name) Description % 

called R felt called at some point prior to trip 44% 
  

cong Trip organized by a congregation 28% 
  

desert Trip included a walk in the desert 76% 
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polangerpost R has post-trip anger towards politicians 72% 
  

crossersorrowpost 
R has post-trip sorrow towards crossing 
immigrants 

59% 
  

migpetition 
R signed immigration petition prior to the 
trip 

44% 
  

travelmex 
R travelled to Mexico before BorderLinks 
trip 

63% 
  

importantchange 
R reports increased importance of 
immigration issue after trip 

41% 
  

streamline 
Trip included observation of Operation 
Streamline 

83% 
  

immattchange 

R reports increased post-trip agreement that 
"US government is too strict in enforcing 
immigration laws along the U.S.-Mexico 
border" 

28% 
  

stmborder 
R travelled to Mexico on an immersion trip 
before 

41% 
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For QCA analysis, I used the Stata do-file package fuzzy (Longest and Vaisey 

2008). Because individual participants came as part of defined groups, I used the cluster 

option to correct for intragroup clustering that would otherwise produce inaccurate 

standard errors for the reported consistency scores. For each of the analyses presented 

here, I iterated a set of variables that represent the various theoretical approaches detailed 

above. The variables that are used for the four analyses are presented in Table 7.7 as well. 

All variables used in this analysis are “crisp.” That is, for each causal condition a 

participant either is fully a part of that condition’s set (e.g. they have travelled to Mexico 

before) or a participant is not a part of that condition (e.g. they have not travelled to 

Mexico before). 

QCA provides a truth table to each logical configuration of conditions that is 

present in the data. After producing the tally of logical configurations, QCA reduces the 

configurations to provide a more parsimonious set of configurations in the language of 

necessity and sufficiency. The reduction of possible configurations in each analysis is 

conducted using a consistency score of .70. This score is on the low end of acceptability 

for solution consistency scores (Ragin 2008), but is important here since most of the 

analyses have a low number of cases with the outcome.  

 

7.5.1 Feeling Called Since the BorderLinks Trip 

The first dependent variable measures whether participants reported feeling 

“called by God” in the time period after the BorderLinks trip. Because of evidence that 

immersion travel can be a religious experience for some, this variable addresses that. For 
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this outcome, the focus is on the feeling of call after the trip for all participants, not just 

those who had never felt called before. 

Table 7.8 shows the truth table and Table 7.9 the causal configurations for 

whether a participant felt called after the BorderLinks trip. While a further reduction of 

data could have produced a more parsimonious solution by excluding those causal 

configurations that only explain the outcome for a single case, retaining all the 

configurations here provides a sense of the various ways that an immersion trip may 

produce a feeling of being called. Overall, this set of solutions is very consistent and 

covers about 71% of cases. 

Table 7.8 Truth Table of Outcomes for Post-Trip Feeling Called 

Configuration 
Consistency 

for Y 
Consistency 

for ~Y F p N 
tCdPv 1 0.7 1 
TcdPv 1 0.7 1 
TcDpv 1 0.7 1 
TcDPv 0.75 0.7 0.05 0.824 4 
TcDPV 1 0.7 8 
TCdpV 1 0.7 1 
TCDpV 1 0.7 1 
TCDPv 1 0.7     1 
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Table 7.9 Reduced Causal Configurations for Post-Trip Feeling Called 

Configuration 
Raw 

Coverage 
Unique 

Coverage Consistency

called*CONG*desert*POLANGERPOST*crossersorrowpost 0.042 0.042 1 

CALLED*cong*POLANGERPOST*crossersorrowpost 0.167 0.042 0.8 

CALLED*cong*DESERT*crossersorrowpost 0.167 0.042 0.8 

CALLED*cong*DESERT*POLANGERPOST  0.458 0.333 0.917 

CALLED*DESERT*POLANGERPOST*crossersorrowpost 0.167 0.042 0.8 

CALLED*CONG*polangerpost*CROSSERSORROWPOST 0.083 0.083 1 

        

*Total Coverage: .708. Total Consistency: .944. 
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Overwhelmingly, being “called” before the trip appears to be quite prominent in 

producing a feeling of being called after the trip.  The first solution is the only pathway 

that explains the post-trip feeling of being called among those who had never experienced 

the feeling of being called before. Intriguingly, this pathway shows that a congregation 

member who has anger at politicians after the trip, without having sorrow after the trip or 

walking in the desert, can develop a feeling of being called. This suggests that the new 

emergence of a religious-tinged experience is possible through immersion travel, but is 

aided by a faith community. This result may have been more prominent if high-school 

aged youth were not under-represented in the sample.  

The fourth solution covers the largest proportion of cases and uniquely covers 1/3 

of all cases with the outcome. This solution shows that participants with non-

congregational groups who have felt called before will feel called after the trip if they 

walk in the desert and have feelings of anger towards politicians after the trip.  

Across the set of solutions, three types of conditions stand out. First, every 

solution has some post-trip emotion present, though sorrow and anger are not causally 

present at the same time. Second, a walk in the desert is an important causal condition for 

a number of solutions. Finally, the feeling of being called before or after a trip does not 

only reside among participants travelling with congregational groups. This outcome of an 

immersion experience is not completely determined by one type of feeder organization 

type over others. 
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7.5.2 Joining An Advocacy Organization 

This dependent variable includes only those participants who had never been a 

part of an immigration-related advocacy organization prior to their BorderLinks trip. 

Cases with the outcome are those participants who, since the time of the BorderLinks 

trip, have reported involvement with an immigration-related advocacy organization. 

Table 7.10 and Table 7.11 shows the truth table and the causal configurations for 

whether a participant who had never participated in an immigration advocacy 

organization before joined one after the BorderLinks trip. The solution produced here 

covers seven of the nine participants that reported this change. 

Table 7.10 Truth Table of Outcomes for Post-Trip Joining Immigration Advocacy 
Organization 

Configuration 
Consistency 

for Y 
Consistency 

for ~Y F p N 

mCDsV 1 0 1 

McDsV 1 0 1 

McDSv 1 0 4 

MCDSv 1 0 1 
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Table 7.11 Reduced Causal Configurations for Post-Trip Joining Immigration Advocacy Organization 

Configuration 
Raw 

Coverage
Unique 

Coverage Consistency

migpetition*CONG*DESERT*travelmex*IMPORTANTCHANGE 0.111 0.111 1 
MIGPETITION*cong*DESERT*travelmex*IMPORTANTCHANG
E 0.111 0.111 1 

MIGPETITION*DESERT*TRAVELMEX*importantchange 0.556 0.556 1 

        

*Total Coverage: .778. Total Consistency: 1. 
 

513



 

 

The condition of signing a migrant petition was included here as a sort of control 

measure for whether a participant had been involved politically in some way with 

immigration prior to the BorderLinks trips. Of particular interest is the first solution, 

which shows that a person who has not previously been involved with signing an 

immigration petition and has not previously travelled to Mexico, when travelling with a 

congregation group, doing a desert walk, and increasingly seeing immigration as an 

important issue may join an immigration advocacy organization. What is particularly 

intriguing with this solution is the relative lack of importance of prior experience with 

immigration as an issue or even with Mexico as a country. This is a case where a 

congregational group contained an unengaged participant whom was clearly influenced 

by the experience. Notably, the solution also shows how increasing cognitive salience 

influenced the outcome. It is quite possible that this solution may have provided more 

raw coverage if more high school age participants had responded to the post-trip survey. 

The third solution covers the largest number of cases demonstrating the outcome. 

These cases are the opposite in terms of pre-trip involvement with immigration: they 

have signed immigration petitions before the trip and have travelled to Mexico before.  

These participants do not change on the importance of immigration as a topic, 

overwhelmingly because for these cases it already is an important topic. It appears that 

the desert walk may affect them towards participation in advocacy organization, 

suggesting how an immersion experience can further transform individuals who already 

are committed to immigration issues. 
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7.5.3 Contacting a Politician About Immigration 

Similar to the previous outcome, this outcome shows those participants who have 

contacted a politician about immigration-related issues despite never having done so prior 

to the BorderLinks trip. 

Table 7.12 and Table 7.13 show the truth table and causal configurations for 

whether a participant who had never contacted a politician before regarding immigration 

issues did so after the trip. The solutions produced here cover six of eight cases, but with 

complete consistency. 

Table 7.12 Truth Table of Outcomes for Post-Trip Contacting Politician About 
Immigration 

Configuration 
Consistency 

for Y 
Consistency 

for ~Y F p N 

iCDSV 1 0 2 

IcdsV 1 0 1 

ICdSV 1 0 1 

ICDSV 1 0 2 
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Table 7.13 Reduced Causal Configurations for Post-Trip Contacting Politician about Immigration 

Configuration 

Raw 
Covera

ge 
Unique 

Coverage Consistency 

IMPORTANTCHANGE*cong*desert*streamline*POLANGERPOST 0.125 0.125 1 

CONG*DESERT*STREAMLINE*POLANGERPOST 0.5 0.25 1 

IMPORTANTCHANGE*CONG*STREAMLINE*POLANGERPOST 0.375 0.125 1 

        

*Total Coverage: .75. Total Consistency: 1 
 

516



 

 

The second solution provides intriguing evidence about how participants on 

congregational trips may become politically activated. For these participants, walking in 

the desert, viewing the mass deportation of immigrants in Operation Streamline, and 

anger at politicians after the trip appear to produce this new political activity. Simply put, 

the moralizing experiences of the trip and ensuing emotional transformation appear to 

cause an engagement with politicians about immigration activity. 

Notably, two of the solutions include congregations, affirming earlier evidence 

that participants from congregations had more “room to change” because of low levels of 

political activity related to immigration to begin with. This role of congregations may 

have been even more prominent if the main demographic group that travelled with 

congregations, high-schoolers, had responded to the post-trip survey at a higher rate. 

Also, post-trip anger towards politicians clearly is an important condition in causing 

political engagement with politicians around immigration. 

 

7.5.4 Viewing Immigration as a Policy 

This final outcome shows those participants who report viewing immigration as at 

least partially caused by political policies. Only those cases who had not expressed this 

view prior to the BorderLinks trip are included. 

Table 7.14 and Table 7.15 show the one causal configuration that explains 

whether a participant who had not previously provided a policy explanation for 

immigration did so after the trip.  This configuration shows that lack of prior immersion 

travel to the border, not travelling with a congregation, doing a desert walk, and having 

517



 

 

political anger after the trip leads to viewing immigration as a policy. Notably, this 

configuration shows that participants have not necessarily changed their cognitive 

opinions about immigration enforcement as a part of changing their opinion about 

immigration causality. This configuration also suggests that those who have never done 

this type of travel to Mexico are particularly influenced by the trip, and by a moralizing 

experience in the desert. Finally, not being part of a congregational group is important 

here, which suggests that congregational groups may not produce such a change in 

viewing immigration causality. 

Table 7.14 Truth Table of Outcomes for Post-Trip Viewing Immigration Due to 
Policy 

Configuration 
Consistency 

for Y 
Consistency 

for ~Y F p N 

iPtcV 0.778 0.222 4.22 0.054 9 
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Table 7.15 Reduced Causal Configurations for Post-Trip Viewing Immigration Due to Policy 

Configuration 
Raw 

Coverage 
Unique 

Coverage Consistency

immattchange*POLANGERPOST*stmborder*cong*DESERT 0.7 0.7 0.778 

        

*Total Coverage: .70. Total Consistency: .778 
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7.5.5 QCA Summary 

Across these four outcomes that measured changes in spiritual feeling, political 

behavior, and understanding of the border, various versions of the four theoretical 

approaches outlined above played a role.  

Clearly, emotions related to specific targets, particularly anger at politicians, were 

influential in explaining a number of the outcomes. The generation of emotional anger 

towards responsible targets has long been seen as a goal of motivating individuals for 

social activism (McAdam 1988; Nepstad 2004; Nepstad 2007). This makes particular 

sense given that immersion travel introduces participants’ bodies into spaces and 

information which demand emotional reaction. Despite ethnographic evidence that 

BorderLinks downplays overt political discussion and encourages discursive complexity, 

it is clear that the emotions can become intensified and focused during a BorderLinks 

immersion trip.  

An intriguing aspect here is that emotional intensification towards politicians 

appears to be theoretically more important that emotional intensification towards 

immigrants. While other research has shown the motivational importance of emotions 

other than anger (Beyerlein and Sikkink 2008), here the presence of sorrow for 

immigrants was not relatively important. One possibility is that in situations like distant-

issue movements or immersion trips where solidarity without collective identification 

occurs, then “hot” emotions may motivate more strongly and frequently than “cooler” 

emotions like sorrow or compassion for victims (Dimaggio 2002).  
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Notably, anger towards politicians was not only important for the two outcomes 

related to political action, but it was also important for the spiritual outcome of feeling 

called and the outcome of framing migrant injustice as the result of policy. This suggests 

that emotional intensification is a baseline outcome of immersion travel that influences a 

range of other outcomes. Past research that has not found evidence for the change-

inducing potential of immersion travel could be due to the lack of emotional 

intensification during travel (Ver Beek 2006; Ver Beek 2008). In this way, BorderLinks 

has been ideal place for testing this theory. 

Alongside emotional intensification, the moralizing experiences of immersion 

travel with BorderLinks were clearly important for influencing a number of outcomes. In 

particular, a desert hike along the U.S.-Mexico border was a necessary condition in 

almost every configuration of each outcome. Situated moralization appears to influence 

participants in ways that are not solely explainable by emotional intensification. But does 

it matter whether these situations are face-to-face or imagined? 

Face-to-face experiences of situated moralization are clearly important in other 

research. During Freedom Summer, white volunteers in the Deep South experienced 

moments that crystallized broad messages about injustice, tilting them towards a sense of 

personal connection and responsibility towards doing something (McAdam 1988). 

Volunteers’,  

class advantages had insulated them from any experiential understanding of the 

problem [of poverty]…volunteers’ generally optimistic, idealistic upbringing had 

not prepared them for the underside of the American dream … These images [of 
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dehumanizing poverty] had a powerful impact on the volunteers. (McAdam 1988: 

87-88) 

Situated moralization is connected both with emotions, for example in the 

experience of “freedom high” (McAdam 1988), and with a personal connection to 

battling the problem—a sense that one could not turn one’s back on what they had just 

seen and the people they had come to know (Nepstad 2004).  

From ethnographic evidence presented in an earlier chapter, though, situated 

moralization does not necessarily have to involve face-to-face interactions with victims 

of injustice. As I showed, face-to-face interactions present a host of interactional hurdles 

that travelers can experience. Situated moralization without interactions, such as that 

which occurs in desert hikes, can be quite effective in generating evoking symbols of 

moralization, feelings of solidarity, and feelings of responsibility. 

So what is the role of relational interaction in situated moralization? For short-

term immersion travel, face-to-face interactions are important for what they provide by 

way of information and a personalizing sense of victims, but these interactions are too 

short and too mediated to have the effect that face-to-face relational solidarity has had in 

other research. Most examinations of situated moralization, like those just mentioned, 

show what that happened in the context of long-term interactions in which personal 

relations were able to be constructed with some level of emotional depth (McAdam 1988; 

Nepstad 2004).  

That does not happen during immersion travel. My sense is that relational 

interactions during immersion travel are important to giving participants an authentic 
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sense of having really encountered differing suffering. However, it is clear that 

imaginative situations, such as the desert hike, can produce a level of moralization that 

shifts attitudes and behaviors. There is some evidence too that encounters with 

dramatically staged injustice can be occasions of situated moralization. In particular, the 

QCA models related to contacting a politician mostly contain the presence of the 

“Streamline” condition. This refers to Operation Streamline federal court proceedings, in 

which participants view a two hour court process that entails the mass-processing of 

exhausted immigrants in shackles. I have not explored the Operation Streamline 

experience here, but from ethnographic observations is was an experience that 

crystallized a raw sense of injustice, particularly one that pinned the responsibility on 

political actors. This helps to explain why it is an important condition for contacting 

politicians. 

Finally, situated moralization was important both with and without different types 

of group affiliation. This is curious since, after all, I have shown that there are large 

differences in “subjective engageability” between participants from different feeder 

organizations (Nepstad 1997; Nepstad and Smith 2001). Other research has presented 

subjective engageability as a necessary condition for distant-issue activism, and by 

extension for the extent of moralization that might happen on an immersion trip (Nepstad 

2004). However, that interpretation may actually downplay the power of situated 

moralization to overcome low levels of “potential.” For example, change in participation 

in immigration advocacy could occur despite a lack of previous experience signing a 
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petition and a lack of previous importance given to immigration issues. With these 

lacking, a desert hike could partially make the difference.  

In building these models, there was less of a role for the third hypothetical 

mechanism: cognitive change in immigration information and awareness. Two of the 

models did show that an increase in the salience of immigration could influence 

outcomes. A changed in salience suggests some level at which cognitive attention has 

shifted to make space for paying attention to immigration-related issues. This is some 

minimal evidence for the importance of this hypothesis. It would be unwise to claim that 

cognitive informational change was not important. However, it may be important in a 

contextual way—as part of what the whole experience of travel with BorderLinks is 

about, but less influential when placed alongside other factors. 

Finally, there is evidence in these results for the effect of the particular type of 

group that participants come with. Only the congregational group type was used as a 

condition, since including other groups would have made QCA untenable. 

Congregations, as we have seen, create a less-engaged group of participants who may be 

quite affected by the trip. In some of the causal configurations congregational 

membership was important. Congregational membership in particular co-occurred with 

conditions involving situated moralization and anger, suggesting how the different 

cultural repertories and group styles do matter for eventual post-trip outcomes. This is an 

especially important contribution of this research—to actually show how group styles 

matter throughout all the stages of an immersion trip (recruitment, experience, and post-

trip outcomes).  
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The overall result is evidence for all four theoretical approaches when analyzing 

the dynamics internal to an immersion experience that influence post-trip change. Most 

previous studies of immersion travel have left the experience as “black box” or identified 

causal conditions without accounting for whether they apply equally to everyone on the 

trip (Nepstad 2004; Smith 1996). The approach here strongly suggests the need to 

understand the core activities that occur during immersion travel, otherwise it is treated as 

a generic process. Doing so would exclude a theoretically important mechanism such as 

situated moralization. The results also show that the type of group participants travel with 

constructs outcomes of the experience. In many studies of immersion travel the type of 

group participants travel with are identical: congregations. What these results suggest is 

that research with groups only from one type of organization actually hides the unique 

ways that type of organization influences the immersion experience. 

 

7.6 The Experience of Being Transformed 

The final aspect of understanding change among BorderLinks participants is 

attending to the subjectivity of their experience. What are the thematic patterns to how 

participants understand their experience? What accounts for differences in participant 

usage of these themes? This is important because this self-narrating may have a long-

term influence on how the moral meaning and implication of the experience are extended. 

The official understanding of how change from a BorderLinks trip occurs comes 

through conversion stories about the organization’s founder or those from the Bible.  Gill 
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(2004a) describes the famous conversion story of Saul on the road to Damascus as a 

template to understand the effect of BorderLinks on participants. Gill (2004a) writes that 

Saul’s conversion was a: 

complete realignment; it was truly a ‘transformative experience’. It is precisely 
this type of experience that many BorderLinks participants testify to having had 
as a result of their involvement with our programs. It’s not just the direct 
confrontation with the poverty on the border that triggers this response, but it is 
even more their interaction with the genuine and faithful people living the border 
reality. These folks are so full of grace, hope, and love that, even though (or 
perhaps because) they do not have all the ‘toys’ people on this side of the border 
have, they make the very best experiential education teachers. 

This vignette, like the story of BorderLinks’ founder, establishes a link between 

personal transformation through immersion travel and the results of this personal 

transformation on society. BorderLinks always establishes the possibility, even 

likelihood, of transformation. The expectation to have a transformative experience is 

powerful. However, the concept of “transformation” is rather blunt and the model of 

drastic change cannot possibly describe how all BorderLinks’ participants feel after their 

trip. For example, as we have seen, many BorderLinks participants already show 

evidence of engagement with immigration issues long before they arrive at BorderLinks. 

For these individuals the BorderLinks experience is important, but the theme of 

transformation—and certainly the model of transformation implied by Gill’s quotation—

is not quite accurate for depicting their self-experience.  

In the course of follow-up interviews six to ten months after their travel, 

BorderLinks participants tended to talk about their experience in three different ways. 

Participants either talked about BorderLinks as an enlightening experience of awareness 
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raising, as an opportunity for identity recommitment, or as a radical re-orientation of life. 

Only the last of these three themes fall within the model of drastic transformation, so 

understanding this diversity helps to understand the numerous ways an immersion 

experience like BorderLinks can reverberate in participants’ lives. These three themes 

provide the discursive material that participants use to recount the experience, to connect 

the experience to their post-trip lives, and to animate its moral implications for their 

future lives.  

 

7.6.1 Theme One: Awareness 

 Eight months after travelling with Sojourner University, I was able to speak with 

Jessica about her experience. Jessica was a white woman, halfway through college.  She 

had been excited to attend the BorderLinks trip, mostly with a group of fellow students 

she did not know well. Through her recounting of the experience, it becomes clear that 

BorderLinks was a chance to develop new awareness about immigration, an issue she 

knew little about.  She explained that the BorderLinks trip:  

feeds into a lot of other interests.  I’m continually thinking, in general terms, how 
to improve the world. Right before you called, I’m on page 8 of something I 
started writing last night to figure things out. I never stop thinking about what I 
care about, what I want to do about it in general terms. In front of me right now, I 
have this movie, ‘King Corn: You are What You Eat.’ … I’m going to see that, 
that will be good.  

But, I don’t know, I’m always thinking about stuff. … I’m less of a protestor. Fair 
trade to me is really important. The way I buy things. I’ve always bought organic 
food. Those are daily practices I valued before [the trip] and I value even more 
now. [I have] renewed reasoning behind that. 
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She fits with BorderLinks’ pattern of encouraging growth in “awareness” and discerning 

personal responses that are right for the individual. During our interview I mentioned that 

I occasionally hear people describe a BorderLinks trip as changing their lives. “Would 

this be an accurate description for her experience?”, I asked. She replied, 

Changed my life? No. It has to somehow be integrated into your daily life. You 
can’t just wake up and be different, unless you change your job.  As a student, I’m 
still an English major. [Laughs].  … Saying an experience changed my life is a 
very big thing to say for me. To me I take that quite literally. 

Clearly, Jessica recalled the experience with some fondness. During our 

conversation we discussed various memories from the trip and talked about immigration, 

but she gave no sign that she thought of the BorderLinks trip as anything more than an 

experience that provided new insight into an issue she did not know much about. The 

experience connected nicely with some of her pre-existing views and behavioral patterns.  

Similarly, I was able to talk with Mary ten months after her trip with St. 

Michael’s Church. Mary was a middle-age, white woman who worked as a professional 

administrator for an urban government. During the trip, Mary had asked detailed 

questions about particular economic and political policies along the U.S.-Mexico border. 

She had known relatively little about immigration, though she was aware of how 

globalization had affected the manufacturing industries for her hometown. As we talked, 

Mary said, 

I came back [home] having had my eyes opened to an issue, the issue being 
“illegal immigration” (that’s how I’m phrasing it), that really I had paid very little 
attention to. I guess I came back with a heightened awareness of something that is 
important locally as well as in terms of federal policy. But I didn’t find it a deeply 
emotional experience or anything like that, so it wasn’t that I came home, didn’t 
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feel any sense of, I don’t know, it wasn’t an emotional thing. It was much more of 
an intellectual realization. … In our own group one of our individuals, described 
this as a life-changing experience, so different people respond it to a different 
ways. 

Mary used classic phrases that other BorderLinks participants used, about having 

“eyes opened” to a new issue. Eyes being opened is a rather passive metaphor in two 

ways: suggesting events outside one’s self and suggesting the mode of response is, 

literally, a baseline operation of human awareness (seeing). Mary clearly learned a lot 

during her trip, but her overt reference to lack of an emotional experience signaled that, 

overall, the BorderLinks experience was one of limited impact on her identity and life. 

Soon after I talked with Mary, I was able to interview Roland about his 

experience with BorderLinks. Roland, in fact, was the person from Mary’s group whom, 

she said had had a life-changing experience. At some level, it was true that Roland had 

had an intensely emotional experience. During the trip Roland had become visibly 

emotional, even crying when talking about the extent of immigrant suffering he saw. He 

was also deeply bothered by evidence that his company, a multinational corporation, was 

exporting jobs to Mexico, jobs which might not be safe or union protected. When I asked 

Roland about what it was like to return from the BorderLinks trips, he replied: 

It was confusing because I was very rapidly getting yanked back into my normal 
life and priorities and stresses. I felt like I was not following up on the moving 
experience that I had had [at BorderLinks]. It was confusing of whether or not I 
was spending my time wisely [back at home]. What I rationalized, I’ll say 
rationalized, is that what I do for a living does do a lot of good things for a lot of 
people in the world. … [Recently] I felt a similar [question to what I had felt just 
after the trip about] ‘am I doing the right thing?’ I haven’t been to Mexico to 
check my company’s treatment of workers when that is one of the things I said I’d 
do within the first three months of being back. I still haven’t done that yet. 
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Roland’s admission of having had a powerful experience seemed to make him a 

prime example of someone who had a radical transformation through BorderLinks. What 

is remarkable here is how the potential for such a motif seemed present—an emotional 

experience, attention to the personal moral impact of the trip—yet by the time we talked 

he had left behind any element of the radical transformation motif. Instead, he was 

discussing new information he learned and trying (albeit with some guilty difficulty) to 

cordon off the ethical impact of the experience. By the end of the interview, Roland had 

shared a couple of examples of things he had tried—joining the church mission 

committee, attending a prayer vigil for immigrants held by a local Catholic Church—but 

mostly he had let go of any description about the experience that was radically 

transforming.  As he said near the end of our interview, “I find it way too easy to go back 

to my regular life and regular things.”  

 

7.6.2 Theme Two: Radical Change 

For a portion of BorderLinks participants, the concept of radical transformation is 

not foreign: it is what has happened to them as part of the experience. What radical 

transformation entails is a participants’ description of the BorderLinks trip as a profound 

break which has shifted not only their awareness, but the importance they give to 

immigration-related issues. Even more, the motif of radical transformation entails 

participants’ close consideration of their present and future behavior, with the moralizing 

character of the BorderLinks experience as a reference point. 
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Ten months after travelling with Midwestern Theological, I spoke with Eve about 

her life since BorderLinks. Eve was a young adult white woman who had been a first-

year seminary student when travelling with BorderLinks. Prior to the trip, she had no 

involvement with immigration issues, did not speak Spanish, and was beginning to 

discern her future professional pathway.  

Eve commented about the trip: 

[The experience has] made me…the message of BorderLinks was to be aware, I 
think it’s just made me more aware of, you know, the things I go out and buy or 
the positions I hold politically or faith-wise. I’m a lot more aware of the 
repercussions of everything that I chose to do and it doesn’t just affect me, or my 
family or my friends, it affects a large range of people. 

At first blush, Eve’s reflection suggests that hers is a case of raised awareness. 

Clearly, though, the experience has unsettled her as simple awareness has begun to 

pervade all aspects of her life and behavior, even ten months later.  In response to what 

she said, I asked: 

Gary: “Did you expect this to happen? Did you expect to be changed in this 
way?” 

Eve: “Not at all.  I thought it would be like every other [immersion] trip that I had 
taken. That I would experience it, and come back and there would be pieces of it 
that I would hold onto, or be passionate about, but not on such a large scale [like 
how I feel now]. … Not to come back and analyze every single aspect of my life.  

The experience has affected her enough that she thinks quite a bit about her 

continued response to it, even considering going to the border to become involved. Eve 

commented, 

I definitely want to be involved in the work that is going on at the border in some 
way.  I’m not really sure what that is or how it looks, but even if it’s just in the 
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life I choose to lead and the lifestyle choices I make if that’s all I’m able to do. I 
do want to go back to the border and do work for a while if possible. 

For Eve, the theme of radical change articulates a shift from relative ignorance 

towards a mode of thinking in which the border has become central. But the theme of 

radical change does not require pre-trip ignorance of immigration, it can also be used by 

participants for whom the BorderLinks experience solidifies a previously tenuous life 

trajectory.  

Jonathan was a senior college student, fluent in Spanish and involved in 

community work, for whom the trip with Justicia College helped to shed light on what his 

future would look like. During our interview nine months after his trip, he recalled that 

when he returned home from the trip he, 

tried to get people to understand the depth of my experience. That I really felt like 
I had been through a very transformative experience. … I think it was 
transformative in the fact that I feel like I went through a significant experience in 
my week there. I felt like my eyes were opened to a lot of different things that I 
had never really been exposed to before. And, I think it kind of reaffirmed my 
conviction to pursue some career or volunteer work, I don’t know.  I’m a senior 
this year, so thinking about this and how I want to incorporate migrant rights and 
immigration and law, or whatever, incorporate that into my life trajectory. … 
Definitely transformative. 

For Jonathan, the radical nature of the BorderLinks experience has a confirmatory 

effect, making a path he had taken initial steps down become a valued way of life.  

For some participants that had a radical experience, though, the feeling was less 

of confirmation and one of confusion. Kate was a young, white woman halfway through 

her education at Southern Seminary. She knew no Spanish, had never left the country, 

and was relatively reserved during much of the BorderLinks week itself. She was, 
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however, deeply affected by her time at BorderLinks. The experience has set her 

pursuing how to respond to the ethical, and even divine, call she heard in the experience. 

She recalled with me, 

It’s been hard to live up to how I felt like I needed to change my life [since the 
BorderLinks trip]. Right now I took a class called ‘Spirituality and Social Justice,’ 
with [the professor who was also the BorderLinks trip leader].  When he first told 
me about [the class] last semester when I asked him what it was, because it was a 
new class he created, he said it’s about looking at people who have done and 
heard things, and let it change their life. [These are people] who couldn’t just live 
a normal life, but had to go on to fight for justice for others. He said the class 
would help us decide what area you need to work on justice for [in your life]. 
That’s how I feel, I guess, now that you know the things you do you can’t not 
fight for justice for other people who can’t fight for themselves. 

Kate clearly had tapped into a sense of life through the BorderLinks experience 

and subsequent class taken after the trip.  But the newness of the immigration issues 

made this feeling of commitment to a life of social justice scary. Kate recalled: 

Kate: “I felt like a loss at what to do while we were on the trip. Like, I really 
didn’t know what to do when I got back. I thought, ‘Well, move to Arizona!’” 

Gary: “Really? Why did that feel like the right thing to do for you?” 

Kate: I mean there’s lots of things to look at doing, just wanting to be involved. 
Like the activism thing is all there, and it seems like you have to go to somewhere 
like Arizona to make a difference. To be around other people that are already 
caring. … Trying to see how all this knowledge is going to work into my ministry 
and what God is calling me to do. I don’t know what that looks like. 

For a small portion of BorderLinks participants, the trip has had a radical impact 

on their lives. In Kate’s description we hear the particular pull of the space of suffering 

that she encountered: the U.S.-Mexico border. We also here the confusion that can 

emerge from the experience, partially a results of BorderLinks’ own model that 

downplays clear action scripts about what participants can do in response. In their 
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recounting of the BorderLinks experience, these participants have noted the moral 

imperatives behind the experience, connected aspects of the experience to their life, and 

suggested that the experience influences their future. There is a sense of personal change 

or turning in a new direction in these accounts. 

 

7.6.3 Theme Three: Recommitment 

Between the majority of participants that experience a BorderLinks trip as an 

experience of awareness, and the minority that report a sense of radical change, are a 

portion for whom the BorderLinks trip is a deepening of commitments to immigration-

related issues. For these, the BorderLinks trip is a recommitment to earlier life decisions 

they have made. The trip may re-focus them on immigration issues, but it may also 

connect to a broader sense in life of being focused on social justice.  

On the trip with Midwestern Theological, Lucile was a middle-aged woman, 

pursuing a second career in ministry, who had had a lifetime of work with oppressed 

communities and had even travelled to Mexico for a 10-day study of politics. During our 

interview ten months after her trip, Lucile commented that, 

The BorderLinks trip was a continuation of my own development and 
understanding of people and issues and situations that we take for granted in this 
country. … It heightened my awareness to basically how we as U.S. citizens in 
this country exploit others in regard to resources and so forth and we don’t really 
think about it. For me, BorderLinks was an addition to my knowledge and 
understanding [on top of an earlier Mexico immersion trip], in opening my mind 
up to continue those thought processes. 
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For Lucile, the trip provided an opportunity for new knowledge, but more 

importantly a space to recall personal priorities and discern future plans. Given the large 

percentage of BorderLinks participants that had previously participated in some sort of 

immersion travel south of the United States border, it appears that immersion travel can 

be a spiritual practice of reconfirming pre-existing identity. An immersion trip like 

BorderLinks provides a tangible reminder of “the type of person I am,” while providing 

motivation for continuing to construct “the type of person I am” in daily life. An 

intriguing aspect of this is the globalized nature of this identity. Local arenas of injustice 

are not the only focus for persons seeking to develop awareness and ethical identities. 

There is a sense from Lucile’s narrative that international experience fit with  globalized 

notion of ethnics and social analysis, but also confirms the reach of participants’ own 

vision and commitment.  

During our conversation, Lucile noted how important the BorderLinks trip was in 

this particular stage of life, as she became a new minister. She said, 

The trip helped to maintain that groundedness, for me, that God has called me to 
do a work. And the only way that I can respond to that call is I have to be in tune 
with the realities of people. … For me, it’s that continuous reminder, especially at 
this time in my life, I’m taking a different role in ministry, it’s my reminder that I 
still have to reach out to meet people where they are.  It’s not about me imposing 
my will on other people, it’s about us working together to figure it out. …. I felt 
like I needed to go on the BorderLinks trip because I was still trying to find my 
voice. … The impact wasn’t that the voice wasn’t there, but I needed that 
confirmation that what I was hearing my voice say was is where, you know, I’m 
in ministry. It was like a reaffirmation for me. 

This feeling of recommitment arising from a BorderLinks trips is particularly 

important for the group leaders who bring people to the border from feeder organizations.  
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Many group leaders had deep activist histories, finding themselves in community or 

political work as activist academics or religious leaders. A BorderLinks trip was a special 

time to introduce their charges, particularly students, to a way of life they valued. In 

doing so, it recommitted leaders to their own lifelong identity. Seeing the power of the 

experience on their trip members also helped to re-kindle motivation for work that was 

often hard to sustain in unfriendly institutions or geographical places. 

Ten months after leading a group from Justicia college, Dana reflected on the 

surprising impact of the trip on herself. She said, 

 
A lot of the effect of the trip for me, personally, came into sort of a larger sense of 
an approach to work. Approach to my scholarship, approach to broader questions 
about what I want to do with the rest of my career. … It got me excited about 
teaching again. It definitely re-energized me in terms of, ‘I don’t care what the 
university thinks this [immersion learning] stuff is. I don’t care that it’s not valued 
or that it’s not the stuff you’re supposed to do.’ You’re supposed to get peer-
reviewed publications—that’s how you’re supposed to spend your time. Or you’re 
supposed to get good teaching evaluations…. I don’t care that this [immersion 
learning through BorderLinks] is outside of that. This is the kind of thing I want 
to do. … It also brought together for me things I’ve done in the past. … It 
connected things. The trip game me a framework for connecting a lot of dots in 
my life that went from the personal, to the professional, from activism to 
academia, from researcher to, I’d even say, there were some things that had to do 
personally with where I was in my personal relationships. 

For these participants, the BorderLinks trip fits into an ongoing concept of their 

identity. The experience along the U.S.-Mexico border reaffirms previous life decisions, 

but also re-energizes value and lifestyle commitments they are currently trying to 

implement. Even choosing to go on a BorderLinks trip is a way for these participants to 

establish recommitment. 
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7.7 Thematic Recall and Its Conditions 

These themes are similar in function to the various “conversion motifs” that can 

be identified among religious persons who have experienced some type of religious 

change (Jindra 2011; Lofland and Skonovd 1981). These themes, like conversion motifs, 

do not provide objective accounts of exactly what participants have been doing since 

their trip or how specific behaviors have changed. Instead, these themes express how the 

participants subjectively continue to process the meaning of their experience given the 

particular conditions under which the experience occurred. Identifying these themes helps 

us to understand how differently participants experience the meaning of an immersion 

experience like BorderLinks, beyond the changes in behaviors and attitudes discussed 

earlier.  

The step of identifying these themes begs the question of why participants 

actually discuss their BorderLinks experience in a particular way. Somewhat remarkably, 

research on both religious conversion and social movement recruitment has become 

attuned to the overlap between subjective accounts and objective conditions of personal 

change (Nepstad 2001; Nepstad 2007; Smilde 2007). Understood as constitutive of social 

action, the subjective accounts of participants emerge from the discursive repertoires of 

groups they travel with. But there are actually numerous possible accounts available to 

participants which they can use to make sense of their own particular experience and to 
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consider the future impact of the experience itself. What distinguishes which participants 

use which motifs after their BorderLinks experience? 

 By linking survey information, post-trip interviews, and trip observations, three 

conditions appear to influence which theme a participant uses to make sense of their 

immersion travel experience. The three conditions are the participant’s previous 

experience with immigration issues, whether the participant is at a turning point of 

discerning personal pathways of life, and whether the participant travelled with a group 

leader that creatively promoted a practice of ideological reflexivity. Together, these 

conditions shape which themes “fit” for participants as they look backwards on their 

experience, while simultaneously making sense of how the experience might affect them 

going forward.  

 Table 7.16 has those themes and conditions.
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Table 7.16  Transformation Motifs and Their Common Conditions 

 
Participant Pre-trip Experience with Immigration Issues 

Ideological 
Group Leader 

Yes No 

Turning Point Turning Point 

No Yes No Yes 

Yes Recommitment 
Recommitment  

OR  
Radical 

Awareness 
(New) 

Awareness  
(New) 

OR  
Radical  

No 
Awareness (Deepened) 

 OR  
Recommitment 

 Awareness (New) 
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 The first of these conditions is similar to the simple concept of movement 

“potential” (Klandermans and Oegema 1987). Some participants may know very little 

about immigration or be interested in immigration-related issues, coming to BorderLinks 

for an “experience.” They thus have a minimal level of “potential” for future 

immigration-related activism. Alternatively, participants may know quite a bit about 

immigration and be engaged with immigration issues.  In this case, they have a level of 

engagement that suggests a robust level of potential for future activism. Having low 

potential can be a hindrance to participants becoming more deeply involved, but, under 

the right conditions, low potential could provide a relatively blank slate on which the 

BorderLinks experience can have transformative effects. In the first case, a participant 

might use a theme of enlightened awareness to reflect on an informative experience; in 

the latter, a participant might use a theme of radical change to distinguish the gulf in 

difference between their low potential before the trip and their engagement after the trip.  

Participants with “high potential” prior to the trip simply have less reason to use a 

thematic narrative about radical change, since they already are involved in immigration-

related activities. For these persons, the trip is more about continuity in deepening pre-

existing interests and commitments. 

 The second of the conditions that influence how participants thematically recall 

their BorderLinks experience is a well-known concept in religious conversion and social 

movement recruitment: biographical turning points (Munson 2009; Nepstad and Smith 

2001; Tipton 1982) . Turning points provide a moment of autobiographical ambiguity in 

which individuals must make decisions about future courses of action. Turning points 
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often coincide with aspects of biographical availability and/or crisis moments as 

individuals are making decisions about the future of their life. Among BorderLinks 

participants, biographical turning points usually involved being on the cusp of 

undergraduate or seminary education completion. For some participants, turning points 

deepen the possibility of understanding the BorderLinks experience as radically 

definitive. 

It is important to note that the various feeder organizations that send participants 

to BorderLinks contain these two conditions—potential and turning points—in different 

ways. For example, many congregational groups include participants with little 

knowledge or involvement with immigration issues.  These congregational groups are 

also dominated by teenagers in the midst of schooling and middle-aged adults in the 

middle of professional careers, so these participants are generally not at biographical 

turning points. In contrast, participants with secular college groups tended to be quite 

involved with immigration prior to the trip, often expressed by the nature of the college 

course they were enrolled in which had BorderLinks as part of the curriculum. Many of 

these college students were also near a graduation turning point, with the BorderLinks 

experience providing a taste of what life could involve as they left their schooling. In 

further contrast, seminary groups tended to contain individuals with little experience 

regarding immigration.  However, unlike the low-potential congregational groups, the 

seminarians were often at turning points: finishing education in young adulthood and 

beginning to look for professional career ministries.  The various ways these conditions 

come together through different types of feeder organizations suggests why some 
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thematic accounts of the BorderLinks experience are more prevalent among some 

participants than others. 

The third condition that influences participants’ thematic recall is a group leader 

whom overtly encourages practices of reflexivity during the BorderLinks trip 

(Lichterman 2005; Lichterman 2009; Nepstad 2004; Nepstad 2007). This is a condition 

of immersion travel that is only noticeable through participant observation. And, 

importantly, it is a condition that is not present on all trips: only three of the six trips I 

travelled with had such a leader. Most importantly, this condition distinguishes whether 

participants during follow-up interviews used the theme of radical transformation. On 

these trips, leaders consistently push participants to confront what they are seeing through 

questions.  

A short exchange—emblematic of many—during Justicia College’s trip provides 

a prime example. Towards the end of a week, the group paused to discuss the various 

persons they had interacted with in Mexico. They had spent some time talking with artists 

who worked along the border. One student, Terry, was contrasting that interaction with 

an earlier interaction with an immigrant who had been deported. Terry was wondering 

about the efficacy of art (or anything) in the face of suffering: “I thought the art studio 

was depressing….these guys are doing great things, but the immigrant we met who was 

crying is still out there.  He’s still there-I didn’t want to move on.  What can we do to 

help them?” 
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One of the group leaders, Dana, refused to let that tension hang silently in the air, 

instead attempting to push it along. Dana said in reply: “Isn’t that what you’re studying?”   

Terry answered Dana with some frustration: “Yes, but what we’re studying is 

long term!” The long term focus was becoming too much to bear for Terry. Another 

student, Kelly, chimed in with agreement: “It’s frustrating.”   

Dana was not deterred by these responses. She reached back to themes that she 

had been setting throughout the week (and semester-long course) for the group:  

You’re seeing how organizations look at this [immigration issue], and individuals 
are the heart of organizations.  You’re studying how collective actors are putting 
in place practices to hit this question [of immigration injustice].  You know that 
the immediate problem is part of the [longer term] structure.  How can you resist 
the inside/outside feeling? What about the difference between short and long 
term? What is the theory and praxis [here]? 

The other leader of the group, Doris, picked up where Dana left off in order to 

keep the students engaging the tensions in the trip. Doris explained that “it’s a double 

frustration.  To be one person in a huge system is paralyzing.  An organization can do this 

one certain thing,” but that does not take away, or completely solve, the responsibility of 

individual actions. Tag-teaming now, Dana pushed the point even further.  “Take the 

[immigrant feeding shelter we observed]. [It was helpful, but] the kids are still hungry.  Is 

that social change?  The feminist thing is that change occurs in daily life, it’s not 

revolution.  This in one vision of personal is political.” 

This sort of exchange was emblematic of how the Justicia College group leaders 

pushed students during the week. They not only suggested that students think about the 
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feminist and critical praxis resources that they had been learning in their course; they 

actively engaged those methods by constantly questioning. Notably, they did not offer 

simple opinions to solve the moral ambiguity the students were feeling. In fact, the 

responses of Dana and Doris equipped the students to treat that moral ambiguity more 

deeply. 

 

7.8 Reflection Versus Reflexivity 

The weakness of any potentially transformative experience, and the implicit 

danger that critics of immersion travel articulate, is that participants will process the 

experience through commonsense understandings that inhibit alternative readings of 

reality and the meaning of social life. As one observer of short-term mission travel has 

put it, the danger is that travelers “see everything and understand nothing” (Priest and 

Priest 2008). The worry of immersion travel advocates is that new social and political 

information will be channeled through pre-existing ideas that fail to understand social 

injustice and reinforce readings of reality that undermine just action.  

One way “out” of this problem, according to practitioners of popular education, 

short-term mission trips, and service learning, is the activity of “reflection.” The activity 

of reflection provides a second-order processing of what participants encounter during 

their travel. Every travel group engages in reflection about their activity—after all, this is 

a typical human process. The difference is that a process of reflexivity introduces a 

pattern of questioning through ideological resources that problematize reality. 
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BorderLinks groups led by ideological leaders with a strong command of reflexivity 

resources generate a practice of internal questioning which stretches the impact of the 

BorderLinks immersion experience into the future and deepens its radical meaning. A 

short comparison of two different groups will give a sense of the difference between 

reflexivity and reflection. 

With Southern Seminary, Dan, the professor leading the group, modeled to 

students how to be a pastor, introducing theological tools for judging what they saw 

during the week. The professor’s interpretive comments throughout the week included 

strong, prophetic claims.  One afternoon as we drove through Mexico, Dan took a 

moment in the van to guide some discussion about what the group had just seen earlier in 

the day at a House of Hospitality in Ciudad de la Luz.  He said it was “like a place to 

store bodies.” Beyond providing such a jolting description, Dan tied the scene to the 

group’s prior experience volunteering at a homeless shelter in their hometown, as well as 

to a theological theme in the course: hospitality. In other comments throughout the week, 

he referred students to the idea of hospitality, exemplified by the work of Dorothy Day 

and latter-day followers of her vision.  Many of his comments to the group included 

resistance to dominant ways of dealing with migrants, resisting systems that perpetuated 

social ills since, after all, “Jesus resisted borders.” Dan explained that the House of 

Hospitality was equivalent to the unjust, evangelical homeless shelters in Southern 

Seminary’s hometown, which charge people for a basic right to shelter and provide 

disgusting conditions.  He called the House of Hospitality, a “desecration of hospitality.”  
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Dan, though, was not only modeling reflexivity for the students; he pushed the 

students to begin a personal process of reflexivity. On the last day of the BorderLinks 

trip, the group headed to the Federal Courthouse in Tucson to observe the mass 

processing and deportation of immigrants through Operation Streamline. Before we went 

into the federal courthouse, Dan told the group to overtly think of what they have been 

seeing in theological terms that they could expand in their paper.   

Reflect, think, write theologically.  You’ll need to explore three theological 
themes to reflect on story and experience. What have you learned about the border 
in relation to Christian life and faith?  The wall, migration, art, food, crossing 
borders.  How have poor or marginalized people been your teachers this week?  
Bring theology in here, what you’ve been taught about regarding God, Jesus 
Christ, spirit, creation, sin, redemption, Pauline themes of faith, hope, life. How 
have you participated in sacraments all week?  What about models of ministry?  
Use scripture, experience … look at creation themes like ‘the land belongs to all 
people’ or ‘made in the image of God.’ 

He concluded his encouragement by reminding them that “writing isn’t the end of 

questions or concerns.” Indeed, after we left the jarring deportation scene at the 

courthouse, we sat for an hour in a park discussing what we had seen. The group engaged 

the theological themes Dan had mentioned and actively probed the ambiguity and 

concern they were feeling. Dan successfully set up a pattern of reflexivity and 

successfully led the members in thinking through the experience using theological 

themes. 

Notably, half of the groups I travelled with did not establish this sort of intensive 

questioning practice. It was not for lack of trying.  
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In Central College’s case, the main professor leading the group tried to introduce 

themes of anti-coloniality to understand what the group saw during the trip. The group 

was comprised of students who had been studying the theological and historical relations 

of the Christian religious tradition to Mexico. She encouraged the group members to use 

these themes as they looked at churches, paintings, and monuments in the course of their 

travel. However, these themes did not successfully become a part of the group’s 

interpretive experience, as the following examples suggest. 

During the trip with Central College, we stopped in the small Mexican town of 

Magdalena de Kino. I walked around with a group of the students, whom stopped to view 

a memorial to the Jesuit missionary Eusebio Kino. On the walls of a small rotunda that 

houses his bones is a mural depicting the area in the late 1600’s. The student participants 

pointed out the ridiculousness of indigenous people represented as naked dependents in 

the mural. When the group reconvened an hour later, the group leader asked the students: 

“What did you see?” One of the students, Jim, simply replied: “Colonization at its best!” 

There was no further discussion. The statement worked to close off interpretation by 

providing a simple, cynical answer to what they had encountered.  

In fact, the group established a distance between themselves and the ideological 

resources of anti-colonial thinking during the week, often using short bursts of humor as 

a way to short-circuit deeper discussions. During a discussion with a liberation 

theologian, Central College’s group’s leader had repeatedly asked questions of the 

theologian. Like Southern Seminary’s professor, the group leader was attempting to 
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model reflexivity. But the group participants did not take up the pattern. As the one-sided 

discussion wound down, the group leader looked at the students and asked once more: 

“Any other questions?” One of the students, Bob, looked nervously at the other students, 

and quickly replied: “Not it!” For Bob and the others, asking a question to sustain the 

conversation seemed too hard to do.  

The next day, while driving into Mexico, the students were joking with each other 

in the van. Bob at one point simply stated, “I’d like to have an island” to live on. Other 

students chuckled at the silliness of the statement and one student, Susan, tried to refocus 

the group. She said, “On a trip like this, one of the things is to learn to live simpler.” 

Another student, Tricia, picked up on Bob’s comment and shot back: “You want to be the 

emperor of an island.” Susan, now entering into the jocular give-and-take, said, “That’s 

the colonial mentality alright!” Displaying the dis-ease they had with the ideological 

resources of anti-colonial criticism, Tricia looked at Bob and simply blurted out: 

“Colonial!”  They had been doing this joking with different words during the trip and had 

found a new one to do it with. The students all laughed and smiled—and no reflexivity 

emerged.  

For this group, a critical practice of questioning using ideological resources 

simply did not enter into their conversation during the week. The reflection activities 

were truncated and individually focused. Two members of the group did, in fact, try to 

create a more reflexive pattern by bringing up political or philosophical ideas into 

conversation.  These other two members, though, were socially excluded from the group 
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by the four participants who anchored the social center. Their reflexive contributions 

were also discursively excluded. 

 

7.9 Reflexivity and Transformation  

The pattern of reflexivity that existed with Justicia College and Southern 

Seminary, but not Central College, differentiated how the groups could talk, think about, 

and moralize the experience. This sort of activity has been discussed by scholars in both 

the framing and ideology approaches to analyzing the role of interpretation in social 

movements  (Oliver and Johnston 2000; Snow and Benford 2000; Zald 2000). The 

process of reflexivity I refer to here combines aspects of both framing and ideology 

approaches.  

Reflexivity is an emergent process, given to fits and starts, turns and twists as a 

group learns how to talk about social issues and what to talk about. This makes the 

process of reflexivity quite similar to the interactive connotation of framing, by which 

Snow and Benford (Snow 2003; Snow and Benford 2000) emphasized the process of 

creating judgments about social situations and devising proscriptive action. While later 

research in the framing tradition came to emphasize well-articulated collective action 

frames connected to specific movement organizations, that interpretation is not applicable 

to the BorderLinks context. BorderLinks puts forward a rather weak collective action 

frame, leaving groups to process the experience with their own resources. The reflexive 

activity of groups on a BorderLinks’ trip is similar to the concept of frame amplification, 
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which is “the clarification and invigoration of an interpretive frame that bears on a 

particular issue, problem or set of events” (Snow et al. 1986). Groups that successfully 

developed a reflexive pattern of interpretation during the BorderLinks trip engaged pre-

existing values and beliefs.  However, they did this in a more generalized way than 

described by the concept of framing activity. Hallmarks of useful framing activity, such 

as the pragmatic focus on concretizing readings of a social problem and prescribing 

ameliorative social action, are not found at BorderLinks. As I have described it, an 

immersion trip agency like BorderLinks creates a pragmatically neutral space that 

respects individual consciences and delays the definition of specific lines of action. 

While these reflexive groups may not be as problem-focused as social movement 

organizations studied in the framing tradition, they are clearly involved in working with a 

set of symbolic resources to understand the reality of the border in a new way. The 

tradition of ideology research highlights the importance of engaging coherent systems of 

ideas and symbols as part of interpretive social action (Billings 1990; Gramsci 2005). 

Ideological activity differs from framing work by overtly identifying a general system of 

ideas and symbols, then using that system to interpret new experience (Williams 1996). 

The leaders of reflexive BorderLinks groups were in effect telling participants: “Use this 

system of ideas to think about this trip.” This is different than telling participants: “Think 

with this particular interpretation for this particular action.” As Oliver and Johnston 

(Oliver and Johnston 2000: 47) describe this approach,  

When people are thinking ideologically, they are explicitly concerned with a 
theory of society, values, and norms and with creating a comprehensive and 
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consistent understanding of the world.  Not everyone thinks this way, and no one 
thinks this way all the time.  But some people do some of the time, especially in 
social movements. 

Using a Gramscian differentiation between commonsense culture and ideology, 

Williams (Williams 1996) notes how any given group can always engaged in interpretive 

activity based in “commonsense” culture.  However, only some groups will purposefully 

do ideological work that engages “an organized set of conceptions but with a 

transformative relation to lived culture” (Williams 1996: 373).  This helps to understand 

that any immersion travel group is interpreting the experience as they go, but the 

resources that groups use to interpret the experience vary drastically, between a level of 

taken-for-granted commonsense to a level of intentionally activated ideology. 

Groups doing ideologically-laced reflexivity are dealing with a clear set of 

symbolic elements. For Southern Seminary, biblical stories and themes of hospitality or 

liberation mattered.  For Justicia College, critical, feminist consciousness ideas and 

practices mattered. Despite very different content, they both worked in an ideological 

way. One based in theology and one in critical social science, they both introduced 

guiding principles and interpretive values. We can think of these things as “reflexivity 

resources”: symbolic elements which are relatively coherent packages of meaning and 

contain standards of evaluation and justification (Boltanksi and Thevenot 2006 [1991]).  

Notably, reflexivity resources are not situationally attuned and do not contain 

explicit answers for the issue at hand. Their power as resources of continued unsettling 

comes from their usage.  They assist participants in working through their future response 

while also reinforcing to participants a responsibility in doing so. The focus of the 
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ideological work on a BorderLinks trip was not aimed at immediate resolution of the 

situation at hand.  Instead reflexive activities primarily worked by establishing a routine 

of settling-and-unsettling which participants could carry within themselves beyond the 

experience. Through unsettlement a moral demand is created and emphasized. 

Reflexivity resources give an interpretive repertoire which extends the new experience 

into the future lives of participants. They re-energize issues over time, allowing for an 

ongoing answer to experience.  Reflexivity resources smooth the gap between the 

uniqueness of individuals who come to the experience with particular groups, the identity 

of those groups, and the individuals’ future decisions based on their interests and places 

in life.   

Despite the similarity to processes in social movements of making oppositional 

consciousness (Mansbridge 2001; Morris and Braine 2001), the process of reflexivity is 

different in short-term international immersion. These differences not only help to 

understand short-term immersion travel as a strategy for motivating social action, but 

they help understand the importance of reflexivity in social action more generally. 

First, immersion travel organizations emphasize politically neutrality and non-

coercive individual discernment of post-trip action. This means that while reflexivity 

happens as a group, the trajectory of individual response to the experience is loosely tied 

to the group. Second, recall that BorderLinks participants are connecting to a distant issue 

which was mostly tangential to their daily lives.  Their new consciousness is not 

primarily about their own reality, but of others’ realities. The goal is to understand a 
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distant situation and make their own decisions in the absence of connection to a social 

movement organization or the issue itself. For this type of situation, reflexivity processes 

may be more important for future social action because of the onus on individuals to 

sustain interest long after exposure to a specific physical context of suffering. 

 In an analysis of how middle-class Americans came to care for faraway violence 

in Central America, Nepstad (1997; 2004; 2007) showed how travelers entered cultural 

spaces that could transform consciousness. Travelers did not just pick up a new frame to 

“understand;” they were guided by leaders and stories to see the new reality and to make 

it a part of themselves, even when they left. In a much more mundane context, that of 

middle-class church groups attempting to aid welfare recipients, Lichterman (2005)  has 

shown the importance of reflexivity practices for breaking the “social spiral” of isolation. 

The group most successful in his study at bridging the pernicious divides of class and 

race had a practice of examining its own elite status and discussing how this difference 

affected its broader civic relationships. The practice of reflexivity exposed a gulf in social 

difference, but made it crossable. What the process of reflexivity during immersion travel 

does is settle participants in a particular interpretive routine during an intentionally-

produced moment of crisis, then extends the experiential power of the crisis by providing 

resources for continued unsettlement into the future (Boltanksi and Thevenot 1999).  

Participants on BorderLinks trips that had reflexivity processes were likely to 

continue an engagement with the border well after the trip. In fact, half a year after the 

trip, participants from these groups appeared distinctly engaged with the experience 
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compared to others. They expressed frustration about still trying to determine their 

response, but commitment to allowing the experience to continue to affect their views 

and behaviors. They tended to recall their trip with more ethical urgency in relation to 

current life activities and decisions. As Table 7.16 shows, this is a necessary condition if 

the theme of radical change was being used by participants up to a year after their travel.  

Revisiting some of the participants who used radical change motifs shows how 

reflexivity patterns had become a part of their ongoing thinking. In my interview with 

Eve, she recalled the role of her leader in pushing to question and use theological content 

to make sense of the experience. She recalled that during the trip, 

There was a lot of reflection about God, the nature of God and the theology of the 
border. There was a lot of discussions with that type of conversation, or that 
mentality of trying to understand theologically what was going on and trying to 
explain what we were seeing. 

Gary: Was that important that that happened? 

Eve: Definitely. The longer I was there the more questions I had about the nature 
of God and how God was working through the border and what my response 
should be. To be able to be in conversation with other people who were doing the 
same and had the same kind of questions really allowed me to express what I was 
feeling as well. … A lot of it had to do with [the trip leader], her openness in 
allowing us to have conversations but also to not lead us towards those 
conversations, but ask us the hard questions.  To really make us think as well. 

Jonathan’s comments also suggested how the group’s reflexivity process had 

embedded itself. He recalled that for his group,  

Our mission was to go and better understand what is happening at the border, then 
from that go back to our home communities and share the information with our 
community. I felt like we were not being passive recipients, internalizing it, but 
that we were also reproducing it and becoming advocates ourselves, to become 
better advocates from social injustices going on at the border. … In the first 
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couple of days we were there, it was still very unclear, ‘What are we doing here? 
How can we legitimate our presence?’ We are a bunch of privilege white people. 

Gary: Was there a moment where it turned for you? Where this tension cleared up 

Jonathan: I can’t point to a moment. I feel like this was a topic we discussed 
extensively in our reflection time every night. Like, ‘What are we doing here?’ 
How can we not just see what is happening but also bring positive change to these 
people’s lives. And if we can’t do that how can we inform the public back in 
[home]. … It was always students and professors, analyzing our role as advocates 
but also as academics, trying to see how those two can work together. 

 

In contrast, Roland, the person introduced above who seemed to be having a 

radically transformative experience during the trip, recalled his group’s approach very 

differently. He noted how he appreciated prayers and discussions, but his recall did not 

have any of the aspects of the reflexivity process I have just detailed. Roland commented 

that, 

I think [we experienced the week] fairly individually. There was a group dynamic, 
but I didn’t feel like the group influenced a great deal the experience. I felt like 
each person was having an individual experience. …We did have conversations in 
that group, and that might have enhanced your experience in  getting you to 
recognize something you had seen because of something someone else said. I 
didn’t feel that it was trying to make a common group experience. 

 

7.10 Conclusion 

 Change is in the air at BorderLinks, but does it settle into participants? The 

overall answer is yes, but this happens in particular ways with specific patterns. 

 To recap, there is evidence that BorderLinks participants displayed significant 

change in emotional intensification, attitudes about the U.S.-Mexico border, and post-trip 
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behaviors. Of particular note is the significant increase among participants that reported 

new emotions to immigrants near and far, joining an advocacy group related to 

immigration issues, and buying FairTrade products. From these results, a BorderLinks 

immersion trip motivates participants towards some forms of social activism related to 

the immigration issues. 

 But these changes are not evenly distributed across the diverse range of 

participants that travel with BorderLinks. For example, participants from different types 

of groups differed in the types of emotions that the BorderLinks trip influenced. 

Participants from congregational groups, in particular, increased in emotions towards 

political figures, while participants from secular college groups grew in emotional 

connection to local immigrants and those crossing the desert. Particularly in the realm of 

religious behaviors, there is evidence that the trip may both increase prayer activity and 

Bible reading among participants with some religious groups, but decrease religious 

attendance activity among participants from secular colleges. 

 One purpose of this chapter was to determine what particular elements of the 

BorderLinks trip may have influenced some of these changes. Through the QCA analysis, 

it was clear that numerous conditions of immersion travel, together, may influence these 

changes. Of particular note was the importance in accounting for situations of intense 

moralization and also the type of group that participants travel with. The groups that 

come from different feeder organizations to BorderLinks clearly coalesce certain types of 

people but also influence the experience of the trip. 
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 This last point also helped to explain the subjective experience of BorderLinks 

participants in terms of how they recalled the trip. Participants use one of three themes in 

talking about the experience but, notably, these themes differ on how the trip does or 

does not continue to exert a moral effect. I showed how the reflexive processes of groups 

with ideologically proficient leaders established a routine of questioning and introduced a 

set of symbolic resources that participants could use for an ongoing engagement with an 

experience that continues to recede in time. 

How do the patterns of change here compare to the growing literatures about the 

long-term effects of change as the result of experiences like this? 

A good reference point is a series of findings from longitudinal results of activists 

and immersion travelers (Beyerlein et al. 2011; McAdam 1989; Nepstad 2004; Sherkat 

and Blocker 1997; Trinitapoli and Vaisey 2009; Young 2001). For example, activists 

involved in “run of the mill” 1960’s activism were, in the short-turn, more liberal than 

their peers, demonstrated more political involvement, sought more education, declined in 

belief orthodoxy, declined in religious attendance (Sherkat and Blocker 1997). In the 

short-run, BorderLinks participants do demonstrate some pattern of increased political 

involvement, sharing that with low-risk activists.  

 Notably, though, the religious effects of immersion travel are more diverse for 

BorderLinks participants. For this outcome, the feeder organizations that produced 

participation appear to produce diverse contexts that affect religious practice in distinct 

ways. Participants that came with religious groups experience some increase in religious 

activity, an effect that corroborates other research on the way that immersion travel can 
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buttress religiosity (Trinitapoli and Vaisey 2009). Meanwhile, participants that came with 

secular colleges experienced some decrease in religious activity. This is more similar to 

results from 1960’s activists (McAdam 1988; Sherkat and Blocker 1997). Though I am 

unable to fully disentangle the effects of age and life-course stage, the results reported 

here appear to show that findings about the effects of travel and/or activism on religious 

activity should more carefully account for the group contexts in which that activity 

occurs, especially since religious contexts add a host of dynamics (Young 2001; Young 

2002). 

 Given the time limitations of this project, it is difficult to know the long-term 

effects of immersion travel through BorderLinks. However, I suggest two ways to think 

about this. First, my sample showed evidence that travel is itself a practice that some 

feeder organizations consider to be, itself, a form of transnational civic action and long-

term identity shaping. Second, the review of participant narratives suggested that, in 

some cases, conditions do appear to be present that may result in long-term changes for 

participants in terms of lifestyle, career choices, and political behaviors. A key finding 

from the longitudinal research of Freedom Summer volunteers was that that experience 

became a prism through which volunteers peered as they made a host of decisions in the 

ensuing decades of their lives (McAdam 1988; McAdam 1989). Other research has 

suggested that activist involvement at early age, besides changing short-term behaviors, 

as short-term immersion travel has also been shown to do (Beyerlein et al. 2011), can 

shift educational choices, gender roles, career moves, and religious behaviors. For those 

results we must wait, but it is possible that among participants that experienced 
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BorderLinks as a radical re-orientation, they may continue to, in McAdam’s words, 

embrace “new images of the world and of themselves….[moving] towards an alternative 

vision of America and themselves” (1988: 132). 

 Overall, BorderLinks can influence participants into social action on behalf of 

immigrants. This is not to say that BorderLinks participants have become involved in the 

immigrant rights or humanitarian aid social movements—for the most part they have not. 

At least some participants, though, have come to embrace emotions, attitudes, and some 

new behaviors that bring a distant issue close to home and, in some diffuse way, 

influence the way that immigration issues are encountered and interpreted in their home 

communities. 
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8. CONCLUSION 
 

 In the course of this research, I have followed travelers to the increasingly 

fortified U.S.-Mexico border, a place of economic exchange, vociferous political debate, 

human suffering, and immigration-related activism. As I portray them, BorderLinks’ 

travelers to the border are participants in a hybrid form of travel, what I call short-term 

international immersion travel.  

 Short-term international immersion travel is an increasingly popular form of 

transnational social action, a way for members of religious and educational organizations 

in the United States to encounter, compress, and even confront globalization. As an 

emerging mode of interaction between core- and periphery-world residents, this form of 

transnational action presents a range of questions about the transformative uses of travel, 

the processes of cross-cultural solidarity formation, and the possibility of travelers’ long-

distance actions to ameliorate distant suffering (Boltanksi 1999 [1993]; Casanova 2001; 

Giugni and Passy 2001).   

A body of literature has argued that short-term immersion travel generates 

international religious networks, undergirds alternative regimes of trade, and creates 

globally-focused activism in the United States. For example, some growth of 

congregations in foreign countries is related to ongoing material and financial transfers 

from religious travelers (Priest et al. 2006; Wuthnow and Offutt 2008). A substantial 

portion of the fair-trade movement in Latin America depends on networks created and/or 

refreshed by continual travel from the United States (Reynolds n.d.). Short-term 
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international travel appears to be a potential mechanism behind distance-issue 

movements which are historically influential in international issue campaigns (Rucht 

2000). A particularly striking example is the connection between immersion travel and 

activism during the Central American Peace Movement (Nepstad 2004; Smith 1996). In 

this light, international immersion travel appears to be a particularly effective 

“intervention” for producing support for altruistic foreign policies and communities 

(Wuthnow and Lewis 2008). On the other hand, some have questioned the dangers of a 

voyeuristic “poorism” for foreign communities (Odede 2010; Sin 2009), noting that the 

resources travelers provide can undermine labor markets and status economies (Ver Beek 

2006). A number of studies have reported negative results about whether such travel can 

transform participants’ charitable behaviors, international awareness, or nativist attitudes 

(Priest and Priest 2008; Ver Beek 2008). Yet, recent research has shown the opposite: 

that civic and religious engagement does result (Beyerlein et al. 2011; Kelner 2010; 

Trinitapoli and Vaisey 2009) 

This research adds to understanding about this phenomenon, but also leverages its 

unique characteristics to examine additional central issues of sociological concern, 

including the organizational roots of voluntary action, the role of culture and religion in 

transnational action, and the prospects for transnational solidarity. The central research 

site, BorderLinks, provides a relatively strong case for examining the motivational power 

of short-term immersion travel: it is a well-known religious organization on the U.S.-

Mexico border, with roots to the Sanctuary Movement, that hosts a diverse range of 

groups and expects travelers to “do something” with their weeklong experience. 
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 In the preceding chapters the various characteristics of short-term international 

immersion travel appear as a series of interlocking processes. Here I revisit the central 

themes of the research by casting my research questions as four puzzles: classification, 

organizational recruitment into trip participation, participant experience of travel, and 

motivation for post-trip action.  

 

8.1 Puzzle One: What Characterizes this Form of Transnational Social Action? 
 

Short-term international immersion travel has emerged in the last three decades at 

the same time as the costs of international travel have decreased and as connections 

between core and periphery religious and humanitarian organizations have increased 

(Bush 2007; Howell 2010; Wuthnow 2009). Seen in the light of a centuries-long process 

of representing “foreign” places to core-world audiences, short-term international 

immersion travel represents both a democratization of such a process and an overlooked, 

religiously-constructed parallel to overtly political global advocacy networks (Boltanksi 

1999 [1993]; Keck and Sikkink 1998; Kurasawa 2004; Tarrow 2006).  

Understanding this form of transnational action requires noting a double set of 

distinctions by which organizations in the field of immersion travel understand 

themselves. The first axis of distinction is against other forms of transnational travel, 

particularly tourism (Cohen 1988; MacCannell 1989; MacCannell 2011). Tourism, the 

distinction goes, involves consumeristic, surface-level, inequitable interactions driven by 

the desires of core-world travelers who avoid interacting with the realities of suffering in 
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international locales. In contrast to most tourism, immersion travel is coordinated with 

NGO’s, emphasizes non-commercial interactions with local populations, and focuses on 

decidedly non-touristic activities and locations. The diverse forms of such travel (mission 

trips, alternative spring breaks, service immersions) are linked by cultural practices that 

prioritize personalism, transformation, experientialism, and embodied authenticity 

(Bender 2003; Lichterman 1996; Madsen 2009; Taylor 1991). They offer the opportunity 

for travelers to encounter distant suffering, experience the feeling of transformation, and 

(potentially) to translate this into new awareness and action.  

The second axis of distinction is within the field itself, ranging from evangelical 

short-term mission trips to the politicized immersion learning of BorderLinks. Early 

research has tended to present this form of transnational social action using the “short-

term mission trip” moniker (Howell and Dorr 2007; Priest et al. 2006; Priest and Priest 

2008). This term, though, hides diverse organizational roots, styles of interactions, and 

orientations towards global responsibility (Ammerman 2005; Sikkink 2010; Wuthnow 

and Offutt 2008). Delineating these differences is crucially important since divergent 

understandings of globalization and action ensue. 

One advantage of the research site in this project is that a range of feeder 

organizations is represented, particularly organizations with different institutional origins. 

This diversity helps to break out of a theoretical approach that understands short-term 

international immersion activity as a generic form, with the structure of the form itself 

responsible for participant outcomes (Eade 2000; Eade and Sallnow 2000). Instead, in 
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line with other research on activism and voluntary action, I make the internal processes 

the focus of analytic attention and explanation (McAdam and Brandt 2009).  

 

8.2 Puzzle Two: Why Do Some Organizations, and Some People Within Organizations, 
Participate in this Form of Transnational Civic Action? 
 

I have termed these trips a cultural strategy of transformation. They are popular 

among organizations that prioritize transformative experiences for members, particularly 

as a way of connecting personal development and social change. For feeder organizations 

such as high schools, colleges, and congregations, these trips are a form of “alternative” 

education or religious practice which has come to symbolize a level of authenticity and 

ethical engagement in the otherwise mundane course of organizational life. Notably, the 

overwhelming majority of participants in BorderLinks trips are already familiar with this 

form of social action, suggesting that it has become an educational or religious practice 

by which the identity of a globally conscious core-world person is renewed. 

Among secular colleges, activist faculty members use the trips as a way to impart 

visions of engaged education that are not possible in normal curricula. Among 

seminaries, these trips are used as a form of applied ethical education. Among 

congregations and religious colleges, participants report seeking an “experience” 

characterized by unselfish personal growth. This evidence of diverse motivations shows 

that no one motivation is necessary for short-term international religious travel.  
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This diversity of motivations also orients analysis to the way that feeder 

organizations recruit participants in the course of their pre-existing organizational 

membership. Though the survey design for this project had no way of systematically 

analyzing members of feeder organizations that did not come, the participation of those 

that did come should be seen as a creative extension of their organizational membership. 

Shared origins in a particular feeder organization mean that participants depart for the trip 

with shared cultural “toolkits of  travel” that predispose them toward specific patterns of 

emotional life and legitimate sociopolitical actions. By the very basis of these trips in 

shared feeder organization affiliations they generally recommit participants to the ideals 

and actions of the organizations they have come from. Transformation is an idealized 

goal for everyone involved, but this should be understood as transformation focused by 

affiliations connected to feeder organizations. 

 

8.3 Puzzle Three: How Do Cultural Processes Shape What Happens During 
Transnational Travel? 
 

The unseen structure of short-term immersion travel is provided by organizations 

that maintain international relationships and organize travel. Organizations such as 

BorderLinks tend to be hybrids, balancing religious, political, educational, and economic 

goals. They must provide information, experiential content, and what I have called an 

economy of testimonial-telling that resists deterioration over time.  
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BorderLinks, it turns out, is an ideal place to understand how a progressive, 

religious organization produces transnational interaction. BorderLinks is an organization 

defined by being “not quite”: it is based in experiential norms that are difficult to 

navigate because of the presence of experts, it enforces political neutrality while 

emphasizing voices of suffering, it silences some religious language to not be seen as 

dogmatic, and it emphasizes the moral demand of action but leaves its directionality 

open. These fractures in its social action logic are due to the staff’s background, to 

symbolic differentiation struggles against other trip producers, to economic constraints, 

and to the legitimacy demands of feeder organizations.  

One particularly important cultural process is the navigation of religion at 

BorderLinks. The organization is clearly religious: the space is full of religious symbols, 

the majority of its staff is connected to religious communities, and the large majority of 

its community connections are to religious organizations. BorderLinks at one level does 

not need to work to be religious—it is visibly religious. Other scholars have taken this 

evidence to suggest that BorderLinks is a unique place for the fusing of liberal politics 

and religiosity (Menjivar 2007). However, that sort of conclusion makes the relationship 

of liberal politics and religion at BorderLinks seem like a finished product.   

In reality “religion” is an object whose shape and importance shifts, suggesting 

that the way religion works for the organization is a matter of ongoing negotiation of 

participant background, social context, and practical demands (Bender 2003; Lichterman 

and Potts 2009). BorderLinks’ trip leaders will often silence their religious viewpoints 
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and interpretations, particularly if the group they are leading is not religious. This 

boundary is accepted as the appropriate arrangement so as not to offend non-religious 

groups. This boundary, though, does not function similarly for interlocutors from outside 

BorderLinks. During the course of a weeklong trip, participants encounter numerous 

Catholic organizations and persons, particularly in Mexico, who are overt about their 

religious motivations and who speak in their own language, Spanish. If the BorderLinks 

group is not Catholic, participants treat this difference respectfully, as a simple matter of 

transnational difference: of course Mexicans are Catholic! In this case, religious belief 

and language are not boundaries, but neither do they constitute a common glue that bonds 

participants and enlivens future motivation.   

A defining aspect of immersion travel is the unsettledness created by new social 

spaces, information overload, role-leveling, and exhaustion. Cultural theory has not, until 

recently, easily accommodated a midpoint between stable social life and drastically 

unsettled social life. Immersion travel then is a theoretically fruitful case for 

understanding the role of culture in action (Swidler 1986). Rather than assuming that 

unsettledness transforms participants in some uniform way (Smelser 2009), I show the 

presence of guided unsettledness. Participants are not thrown into chaos during their trip; 

instead, they are carried through the experience by group styles based in the 

organizational logics of feeder organizations (Eliasoph and Lichterman 2003).  

Among the organizations that travel through BorderLinks, I identified two tacit 

group styles. A “story-building” style, common to groups from religious organizations, 
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foregrounds emotional knowledge, easily trusts migrant stories, and allows individual 

migrant accounts to stand in for the whole of immigration complexity. In contrast, a 

“sleuthing” style common to secular college groups downplays emotionality, questions 

the authenticity of migrant accounts, and seeks out numerous voices from “both sides” of 

immigration issues. This suggests that the institutional origins of groups can generate 

starkly different experiences. I also trace the ways participants imagine future action, 

showing how groups from educational settings encourage deeper comprehension and 

individualized vocational responses in the future, while groups from congregations focus 

on collective re-telling of stories and temporary organizational actions. 

 A final cultural process is solidarity production between travelers to the U.S.-

Mexico border and migrants attempting to cross the border. Despite a longstanding 

assumption that face-to-face interactions build relationships and ethical motivation within 

the civil sphere (Habermas 1984 [1981]), I show that these relational strategies of 

solidarity between migrants and travelers are generally unproductive. Face-to-face 

interactions involve moral ambiguity and feelings of powerlessness. Immersion travelers 

prefer imaginative strategies of solidarity, including walking migrant trails through the 

forbidding desert. These experiences generate feelings of connection to migrants, despite 

the absence of migrants.  Imaginative experiences produce moralized judgments about 

suffering, based in an embodied experience of others’ life conditions, which are recalled 

long after participants return home. This finding has broad implications for transnational 

relationships since it is contrary to the ideal of relational solidarity that undergirds 

globalized activist movements .(Hunt and Benford 2004)  
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8.4 Puzzle Four: How Do These Trips Affect Participants and Future Action? 
 

I show evidence of longitudinal change among BorderLinks participants in their 

attitudes towards immigration policy, in their emotional blaming of politicians, and in 

their economic behaviors that support Fair Trade. There is limited evidence for post-trip 

involvement in either domestic or international efforts for immigrant rights. Once 

participants return to their church, college, or seminary, the routines of daily life usually 

resume. BorderLinks, in a surprising strategy, cushions this letdown by actively tamping 

down the expectations of travelers as they leave the border region at the end of a 

powerful week. The result is that the most common post-trip action is story sharing, a 

mostly individualized behavior that relies on personal, “untouchable” experience and 

generally avoids political controversy.  

While the analysis of change in this project has a stronger methodology than some 

previous studies, the conclusions should not be understood as watertight since the 

research did not include (and arguably could not feasibly have included) a control-group 

design or detailed information about the social networks of participants. It is possible that 

changes observed were due to shifts in network affiliations, a very personal characteristic. 

Previous research has shown how crucial network transformation is to the ongoing 

impact of activists’ experience for future activism (McAdam 1989). In fact, this is an 

important angle for future research to consider since I suggest that more post-trip political 
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action did not ensue because of lack of post-trip network connections to immigrant rights 

work.  

A key question is how trips affect some participants but not others. Using QCA 

(Ragin 2008), I show that a combination of conditions influence outcomes: emotional 

intensification, moralizing interactions, cognitive awareness, and group style. These 

conditions have been identified by numerous social movement and civic engagement 

scholars as possible ways that experience can motivate new behaviors.  

I also elucidate a key paradox: the general lack of new politicized behaviors exists 

alongside strong self-narratives of personal transformation. Some participants continue to 

be actively disturbed by their travel experience, newly attuned to immigrants in their 

community and the politics of immigration reform. In contrast to studies of activism that 

look for “hard” outcomes of activism, I argue that immersion experiences can continue to 

influence travelers through new narratives of self and new vocational decisions (Munson 

2009). Those travelers still struggling with the injustice they encountered at the U.S.-

Mexico border are overwhelmingly participants from groups in which members were at 

life transitions, such as career decisions, and had group leaders explicitly pushing 

reflexivity resources such as anti-neoliberal social analysis or biblical prophetic 

imaginations. The key element was having leaders, often former activists, who pushed an 

ongoing reflexive practice during and after travel. In this light, group leaders, ethical 

traditions, and practices of reflexivity are crucial for nurturing longer-term activist 

outcomes that may emerge from short-term immersion travel. These outcomes may still 
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be in future, beyond the data I have available. Notably, though, in my ethnographic 

observation such strong use of reflexivity resources did not occur in congregational 

groups or religious college groups. This is an important point of difference with Central 

American solidarity trips of the 1980’s (Nepstad 2004). On those trips the trip producers 

appear to have heavily engaged such reflexivity resources; the meaning and attraction of 

these resources would have been increased by participants’ physical presence in high-

risk, dangerous areas. 

 One important conclusion of this research is the role and impact of religion after 

immersion travel. Other research has shown that similar trips can buttress religious 

practice and belief (Trinitapoli and Vaisey 2009). My findings suggest that for young 

adults there may be a slight decline in religious attendance after immersion travel. Young 

adults in my sample overwhelmingly did not come with congregational groups. On the 

other hand, I show evidence that adults from congregational trips may have increased in 

prayer and bible reading. Both of these results are likely related to the setting of religious 

activity to which participants return, particularly participants who are adults and have 

choices regarding religious behavior. Unlike activists from churches during the Central 

American Peace Movement (Nepstad 1997; Nepstad and Smith 2001), participants on 

BorderLinks trips are for the most part not returning to religious environments with deep 

connections to activist work and an overall organizational identity attuned to such issues. 

Instead, participants return to organizations in which the trip experience, and its 

motivating ethical ramifications, become isolated and individualized. Those who do 
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return to congregations, as I discovered in interviews, may attempt some immigration-

related action, but it is usually piecemeal and not long-lasting. 

8.5 The Potential Potency of Short-term International Immersion Travel  
 

 Short-term international immersion is a form of transnational action needing close 

scholarly attention, particularly because it provides an entrée to understanding central 

sociological questions about the organizational roots of globalized interactions, the 

production of transnational solidarity, and patterns of international social action. This 

phenomenon has been generally overlooked by scholars of global advocacy movements 

and, alternately, heavily promoted by religious and educational organizations in the 

United States as a key way to promote global solidarity.  

Short-term international immersion travel weaves a global web of personalized 

relations and encourages international consciousness, but its solidarity connections and 

ensuing participant action are often tenuous and short-lived. This research explains the 

affinity of organizations and participants for transformation through travel, the cultural 

and organizational processes behind such travel, and patterned outcomes for participants. 

As a strategy of widespread social change, in this case regarding immigration to the 

United States, it is fundamentally limited by weak connections of participants to 

immigrant rights groups and the logic of travel transformation itself: that this it is 

something that one must do by oneself to “really” understand distant suffering. It is more 

likely the case that these trips, particularly those with certain characteristics detailed 

throughout this research, help produce a conscience constituency of United States citizens 
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with some increased level of international awareness and personalized sense of 

connection to international locales. The future potency of this is unclear, but then again as 

I have shown, like other forms of travel in an intimately globalized age, short-term 

immersion travel is purposefully rooted in the organizationally- and self-productive 

tension between expectation, realization, and change.  
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APPENDIX A: NON-RESPONSE BIAS 
 

Participants were surveyed at three points in time, categorized as t1, t2, and t3 in 

Table A.1. These three points in time provide a way to compare whether non-response to 

any of them created unrepresentative samples. Table A.1 shows only those variables that 

were significantly different in mean response between the sub-samples that completed 

one survey but not another. These were the only variables, out of over 200 variables from 

the pre-trip survey, which distinguished sub-sample response rates from post-t1 waves. 

Table A.1: Comparison of Sample at Different Response Times 

Respondents who 
did t1 survey vs. 

those who did t1 + 
t2  

Respondents who 
did t1 survey vs. 

those who did t1 + 
t3 

Means 

p 

Means 

p   t1 t1 + t2 t1 t1+t3

Percent of R's group that R knew before 
BorderLinks trip 

0.35 0.56 0.046
   

R is a vegetarian 0 0.21 0.036
   

R has never felt called by God 0.12 0.52 0.002
   

R had religious or spiritual experience 
in last 12 months 

0.71 0.4 0.015
   

R has never had a religious or spiritual 
experience 

0.06 0.35 0.015
   

R has not felt one with the universe in 
the last 12 months 

0.06 0.41 0.004
   

R has done evangelization on an 
international immersion trip before 

0.2 0.03 0.003
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Respondents who 
did t1 survey vs. 

those who did t1 + 
t2  

Respondents who 
did t1 survey vs. 

those who did t1 + 
t3 

Means 

p 

Means 

p   t1 t1 + t2 t1 t1+t3

R's age 
   

27.04 34.43 0.003

R has done an internship or nonprofit 
work outside the US for 6 months or 
more 

   
0.1 0.25 0.008

R tried to get someone to come on the 
BorderLinks trip and they are not 
coming 

   
0.17 0.31 0.02

R has a friend who decided not to come 
on the BorderLinks trip    

0.18 0.39 0.003

R knows a local business that employs 
undocumented immigrants    

0.67 0.47 0.012

R knows a person who is not close 
whom expressed disapproval about the 
trip 

   
0.22 0.1 0.04

R did service work during the trip 
   

0.4 0.25 0.043

R did a desert walk during the trip 
   

0.51 0.69 0.021

Number of immersion trips to Mexico, 
South, or Central America (mean)    

0.55 0.94 0.045

R's score on authority personality scale 
   

3.59 3.31 0.045

Number of immersion trips outside the 
US (mean)    

0.91 1.51 0.018

N 17 163 112 68 

              

Statistical test using two-group test of equality of proportions. All statistical tests are 
two-tailed. 
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Data from t2 (the immediate post-trip evaluation surveys) are not used in the 

dissertation analysis, but will be briefly examined. The first set of columns compares 

those who did the pre-trip survey without doing the immediate post-trip evaluation survey 

(N=17) to those who did both (N=163). Only a few characteristics distinguish these 

groups, suggesting they are quite similar. Those who did not consent to the evaluation 

survey were less familiar with their group prior to the trip, were less likely to be 

vegetarian, were more religious/spiritual, and were likely to have done an evangelical-

style immersion trip in the past. These are generally characteristics of persons from 

religious professional groups. If this t2 data were to be used, care would be needed when 

considering how the non-response of some religious persons, and their religiosity, would 

affect the analysis. 

The second set of columns compares those who did the pre-trip survey without 

doing the post-trip survey (N=112) to those who did both (N=68). Again, only a handful 

of characteristics out of more than 200 appear to distinguish those who did not do the 

post-trip survey. The non-respondents at t3 were younger, had less pre-trip international 

experience, had less personal intra-group connection, met more resistance from a close 

friend or family member prior to the trip, had less experience with immersion travel, 

higher authoritarian personality scores, and less experience with immersion trips outside 

the U.S. Using information on trip activities for the groups on which non-respondents 

were a part, we see that those who did service work during the trip were less likely to 

respond to the post-trips survey, but those who did a desert walk were more likely to 

respond to the post-trip survey. From these variables and examination of participant 
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records, it appears that post-trip survey non-respondents were mostly young people, with 

travel, group, and developmental characteristics related to their age. About 1/3 of 

participants under the age of 23 responded to the post-trip survey, but 44% of 

respondents 23 or older responded. 

To further understand the meaning of this non-response, I analyzed whether the 

lower responding youths that did respond were representative of the youths that did not 

respond. To do this, I dropped all participants over the age of 22 and re-examined the 

remaining participants with the same set of variables.  

Among these young people, non-respondents were less civically engaged when 

compared to respondents.  The non-respondents had less experience attending a 

community meeting (p=.03), less experience contacting a politician about immigration 

(p=.01), were less likely to be part of an immigration advocacy group (p=.04), and less 

likely to be part of any advocacy group (p=.01). Non-respondents were also more 

religious: they were less likely to be uncomfortable when politicians talked about their 

religious beliefs (p=.02), more likely to attend worship frequently (p=.03), and more 

likely to have recently read bible (p=.05). The lower levels of engagement suggest non-

respondents may be the youngest in the sample. The lower level of contact to the 

immigration issue and the higher religiosity suggests that the non-respondents may have 

belonged to congregational groups that travelled through BorderLinks less because of the 

focus on immigration, more because of a desire to have a congregation-based immersion 

trip of some sort. 
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In fact, this interpretation is supported by other evidence. The key to 

understanding these non-respondents does appear to be their feeder organization. Among 

the sub-sample, the mean age of youth non-respondents was 18.95, while that of 

respondents was 19.72 (significant at the .10 level). Non-respondents were more likely to 

have less than any college education (e.g. high schoolers) (p=.04) and more likely to be 

from a congregation group (p=.02). From analysis of trip records, congregational groups 

with high school students were also the only group type that came to BorderLinks from 

locations within a day’s drive of the U.S. border. The remaining characteristics that 

differentiate youth non-respondents are all related to their groups coming from 

congregational feeder organizations, in some cases geographically proximate to the 

border. They likely used the BorderLinks trip as more of an general immersion trip 

experience than an educational experience. These non-respondents were less likely to 

have read BorderLinks material (p=.01).  They were less likely to be a vegetarian (p=.04) 

and more likely to have had disapproval from someone about going on the trip (p=.03). 

Both of these are likely related to these non-respondents still being under relatively close 

home supervision from parental adults. Youth non-respondents also thought the U.S. 

government was too strict in enforcing border policies (p=.05) and expressed more 

support for abolishing the border (p=.001). These attitudes are likely related to the 

liberal, close-to-the-border congregational environments from which they came. 

My supposition is that young people, particularly high schoolers, were tired of the 

research interventions and thus did not respond to the t3 survey. It is difficult to know 

how this non-response bias influences BorderLinks’ trip outcomes. On the one hand, the 
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absence of these persons from the post-trip analysis could inflate the positive outcomes. It 

is possible that they did not reply because the trip was an isolated experience without 

importance for them. Given the intense nature of a BorderLinks trip, and its focus on a 

controversial issue, these non-respondents may have been turned off, or otherwise 

unaffected, by the experience.  

On the other hand, there is evidence that short-term mission trips can have 

substantial impact on teenagers, which would mean the post-trip results reported are 

deflated (Beyerlein et al. 2011). The change-inducing effect of a BorderLinks trips may 

be particularly true for non-respondents, since they had lower levels of pre-trip 

international experience. The youth who did not respond may have had much more room 

to change in their immigration-related behaviors.   

It is difficult to know which of these scenarios is correct, whether this non-

response bias positively or negatively influences the reported results. The good news is 

that, compared to other research on immersion travel that does not report on response 

drop-outs, this research can at least confront this hurdle that many survey researchers 

face. One strategy of interpretation with the BorderLinks outcomes is to think of them as 

pertaining less to teenage participants. This would mean that this research is more applied 

towards focusing on immersion travel amongst older (post-college age) persons 

(Wuthnow 2009). This would also mean it less directly relatable to some recent research 

on the youth effects of immersion travel (Beyerlein et al. 2011; Trinitapoli and Vaisey 

2009).  
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