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Abstract 

This dissertation explores the ways that immigration and border enforcement regimes 
have shifted deportees’ relationships to violence in border cities. By taking a feminist 
geopolitical perspective, I use first hand accounts of deportation to interrogate the 
complex connections between space and violence. What are U.S. authorities causing 
along the border through their escalated enforcement practices? How do organized crime, 
drug trafficking and migration intersect in border spaces? How do people react to being 
dropped off in unfamiliar and often dangerous border towns? The three articles that 
comprise this dissertation follow these questions. The first explores the newly anointed 
consequence delivery system (CDS), an enforcement program designed to deliver ever-
increasing punishments to immigration offenders. The second article traces migrants’ 
experiences with drug trafficking while crossing the border, showing how spatial overlap 
and other enforcement mechanisms have pushed these two activities into largely shared 
terrain. The third article addresses migrant kidnapping and the different purposes that it 
serves for transnational criminal organizations. Through ethnographic work, combined 
with in-depth surveys, this dissertation provides new analysis about the intersections of 
drug violence and migration along the border. For the conclusion I discuss the need to 
expand the nascent literature on deportation studies, and focus squarely on the post-
deportation impacts – namely, what does deportation cause? How does it harm people 
and families in the days, weeks, months and years following removal? This is at the core 
of studies on deportation, since little is really known about what it means to be deported, 
and what this system of mass removal is doing to hundreds of thousands of individuals 
each year.  
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Preface 

 

2006: Geographic perceptions of violence (Adapted from fieldnotes 07/05/06 – 
07/12/10) 

 

 A young woman was brutally murdered this week. As I went house to house, 

conducting interview for a separate project about solar ovens1, rumors and stories 

abounded about the killing being a result of a satanic cult, some cabal of police, or 

somehow related to the femicides in Ciudad Juarez. Some people claimed she had been 

stabbed 40 times, others said 70 times. One woman said that her eyes had been cut out 

and her hands severed. Many people expressed fear for their families and their own 

safety. The theme of murder sparked many conversations during the interviews I was 

conducting. A woman named Roberta told me in great detail about how her daughter was 

murdered. Roberta’s daughter had only recently had a baby and her estranged husband 

broke in, shot her and then himself. Roberta’s only surviving grandchild was in the room 

with us during the interview. She informed me “I will never tell my granddaughter what 

happened to her mother. As far as she will ever know I am her mother.” (Personal 

Communication 07/05/06). 

Eventually, a 17-year-old boy was arrested and convicted of the murder. 

Residents protested this decision, stating that he could not have done it alone and that the 

whole thing was a cover up. The controversy over the young man’s guilt still divides the 

community and is spoken of often.  

                                                
1 At the time I was working on a project funded by the Arizona Department of Environemntal 
Quality (ADEQ) to address the use of alternative technologies to reduce wood burning in 
Nogales, Sonora (see Austin et al 2010).  
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 While tragic and heartbreaking, this story shows the deeply personal reaction of a 

community to this horrific event. For Roberta, the existence of violent death in the 

community recalls her personal loss. While I had only met her twice before, the intimacy 

of the conversation, sparked by the tragedy surprised me. Perhaps she frequently talks 

about the incident, but the trajectory of the conversation, from discussing the young 

woman’s death, leading to her own loss struck me as an association triggered by the 

intimate nature of the crime. Other people also openly expressed sympathy, fear and 

confusion as a result of this murder. This stands in stark contrast to the reactions in later 

years.  

Shock: The “Drug War” Comes to Nogales 
 While the bloodshed was already reaching record levels in Ciudad Juarez, 

Culiacan, and Tijuana in 2006 and 2007, Nogales and particularly Sonora had remained 

relatively untouched until 2008. August 29th, 2008 had a drastic impact on the city. The 

severed heads of three teenagers were found downtown, near the international border. 

The boys, later identified as two 19-year-olds and one 16-year-old from a poor 

neighborhood on the outskirts of town, had been kidnapped several days before, 

according to sources that knew relatives of the boys. Their bodies were found in a white 

Dodge RAM double cab, with Arizona plates two days later.  

The killings represented, more than anything else, a message: there was a new 

force in town. Their presence was announced yet again on October 23, 2008 with a high 

profile shoot-out during the day on a busy street that left 10 dead (Notimex 2008) and the 

assassination of the police chief of the state of Sonora (Policia Estatal Investigadora – 

PEI), Juan Manuel Pavón (11/03/08) in a highly coordinated attack (Mayorga 2008).  
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These events sent ripples through the city. People refrained from venturing out 

into public. Once busy streets were empty as soon as dark approached. The violence also 

brought an onslaught of state and federal police, as well as the military. Roadblocks 

became more frequent, upsetting the local balance between residents and the police. 

Frequent clashes between authorities and gangs left neighbors scared to venture out of 

their homes and the fear of getting caught up in the violence led to a notable silence on 

the part of the residents.  

Juan Pablo2 who lived at the shelter for migrants, had recently been deported from 

the U.S. He was caught in a shootout one afternoon while selling newspapers on the 

street corner. A man was murdered leaving a nearby gym. Juan Pablo said that he just 

froze, terrified when the bullets started flying. He showed me the photos of the dead body 

that he took with his cell phone. I was taken aback by his voyeurism and asked him why 

the cops did not try to stop him. “The police yelled at me and told me to get out of there 

and they tried to take my phone. It was crazy, but at least it is a good time to sell 

newspapers,” he added glibly. “People stop and ask, ‘”What? No shootouts yesterday?” 

and then they won’t buy a paper!” said Juan Pablo. (Field Notes 9/19/2008). 

 At first, these were high profile events and people would talk endlessly about who 

did it, why, if it was an accident or if the assassins got confused (often the case). But 

gradually things began to change as people’s behavior and attitudes adapted to the new 

local order. While it is not surprising that different socio-economic, racial or ethnic 

groups will perceive of violence in different ways, their relationship to the violence 

created distinct subjectivities, that is, a "sense of self" inscribed through power, discourse 

                                                
2 This and all other names are pseudonyms.  
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and history, all within a small space (Conradson and Mckay 2007). The processes by 

which people develop a sense of self through political, national and group identities are 

complicated and hotly debated topics. Generally, subjectivity can be understood as a 

combination of power, discourse, history that creates the sense of self for the subject.  

The act of migration itself is particularly powerful in forming a particular worldview and 

subjectivity. However, this is a new subjectivity for most, one that is particularly 

heightened while caught at the border, as deportees struggling to decide what comes next. 

While people who actually lived permanently in Nogales often repeated tropes 

that had cycled down through the public discourse (narcos killing each other etc.), the 

deportees found themselves locked in a strangely intimate relationship with many of the 

perpetrators of the violence. As a result, their descriptions, reactions and interpretations 

of the violence were raw and unfiltered, denoting the chaotic and confusing nature of the 

violence around them. As the conflict wore on, these relationships also grew and 

changed, producing more intense subjectivities.  

 These went beyond traditional factors of age, race, class and gender. It became 

increasingly clear that movement, particularly movement in relation to the international 

border, dictated how people lived this violence. The experiences of clandestine migrants 

passing through these areas can tell us a lot about the geographies of violence along the 

border. Instead of seeing violence as merely points on the map where events such as 

murder occur, we must understand how relationships between people, objects and the law 

shape violence. Acts of violence are lived, understood and explained within a network of 

relationships, and subjectivities evoking certain affects for specific people, such as 

sympathy, anger, scorn etc. Who you are, and how you are engaged with the border 
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changes how the border is lived, understood and what its consequences are. This process 

developed alongside the nature of violence in the city. 

The initial influx of outside “security” to Nogales in 2008 was only the beginning 

and the increasingly striated movement through the city via roadblocks and military 

checkpoints continued to limit people’s movement since many were just as wary of the 

authorities as any other criminal organization. As people’s day-to-day practices changed, 

decreasing their mobility and participation in public spaces, a gradual acquiescence to the 

newly militarized city took hold. This acceptance was accompanied by a shift in the 

character of the violence. The daylight shootouts became far less frequent (or received 

much less attention), and while the deaths continued at a higher rate than the year before, 

bodies were showing up in poor neighborhoods and deserted roads along the outskirts of 

the city. In 2008 6% of the dead bodies appeared downtown, the highest rate in any one 

area of Nogales. In 2009 none of the murders were attributed to the center of the city 

(Gobierno de Sonora 2010: 31). Moreover, data from the Presidencia de la Republic 

shows that the number of drug murders where bodies were found in public areas 

decreased from 90% in 2008 to 52% in 2009 (See figures 2.1 and 2.2).   

This shift away from visible downtown killings to dead bodies in already 

marginalized and neglected neighborhoods, contributed to a pervasive acceptance of the 

murders as commonplace or deserved. The poorest inhabitants of the city still fell asleep 

to gunfire and would wake up to dead bodies left on their unpaved, unlighted streets.  It 

became increasingly common to ask “cuántos amanecieron muerto hoy?” How many 

people woke up dead today?”  
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Santiago, a 15-year veteran of the municipal police, remembers when the police 

would get excited if there was a dead body: “people would say “un muerto? Qué pasó? 

Dónde? Vamanos! Pero ahora a nadie le importa. Pasa todos los días.” [A body? What 

happened? Where? Let’s go! But now no one cares. It happens everyday.] (Field notes 

03/02/10). 

 

 

Figure 2.1 – 2008 locations of murders in Nogales, Sonora, Source - Federal 

Government 
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Figure 2.2 – 2009 locations of murders, Source: Federal Government  

 

 The visibility of violence, how personal, how rooted it was in that specific place 

when friends and family experience it first hand, is incredibly important to the 

interpretations of what violence means. Bodies that are hidden, people that are strangers 

and families afraid to mourn publicly all have the affect of lessening the impact of 

violence locally. Migrants represent extreme vulnerability not only because they are 

strangers along the border, far from home and their families, but also because they have 

entered into an illicit geography. Treating border crossers as risk takers who know what 

they are getting into, implies a certain level of justification for the mistreatment, 

kidnapping and violation of their basic human rights. The border’s ability to mark people 

as legal or illegal, enemy or friend, has implications for who can and who cannot be 

abused, taken, exploited and even killed. Border enforcement policies in the United 
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States play an integral role in shaping the violence in Mexico. Moreover, the logic that 

guides the war on drugs is being applied to immigration enforcement. Harsher sentences 

for unlawful entry into the United States have begun to fill prisons and detention centers, 

significantly altering the experiences people have had prior to deportation. An 

understanding of the border, immigration enforcement and security is integral to 

understanding drug violence and vice versa. This dissertation grapples with notions of 

violence and the border, especially, how the border is involved in the process of creating 

and regulating violence. The movement of people across this international boundary 

creates a peculiar space where informal and formal rules, collide and violence takes on a 

particularly brutal characteristic.   
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Introduction 

Deportation is an act of violence, one that is profoundly rooted in geography. The 

forced movement across borders, blocking people from their destinations or, more 

recently, their homes, families and loved ones, causes a distinct type of trauma. Not only 

is this a form of violence oriented in place, it is one that has only begun to receive 

academic attention, within geography or the social sciences in general. While deportation 

has become an important branch of the migration literature, very little of it utilizes a post-

deportation methodology. Scholars that study deportability, the social controls imposed 

on immigrant populations through the threat of deportation, and the few scholars who 

work on post-deportation effects largely focus on legislation that created non-citizen 

criminal categories such as IRAIRA (Coleman 2007, Hiemstra 2012; Golaz-Bosha 2014; 

Brotherton and Barrios 2012). Meanwhile, immigration scholars concentrate largely on 

changes to border enforcement practices such as Operation Gatekeeper (Nevins 2002; 

Andreas 2001; Durand and Massey 2004). These works have created important insights 

about the nature of immigration enforcement; however, there is a gap in the 

understanding of what comes after. How have recent changes to immigration 

enforcement and border security influenced deportees experiences with drug related 

violence and organized crime on the U.S. Mexico border? 

While changes to border security are at the heart of the immigration enforcement 

milieu, the complexity of the current legal regime has fractured research into different 

areas. Scholars who focus on the removal of individuals from the interior of the country 

are increasingly concerned with the impacts of the 1996 immigration reform that created 

new criminal categories for non-citizens (Coleman 2007, Hiemstra 2012, Golash-Boza 
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2014). This contrasts with scholars who focus on border security (Dunn 1996, Nevins 

2002, Nevins and Aizeki 2008, Slack and Whiteford 2011, León 2013). Despite the fact 

that the border and interior enforcement are highly integrated, the chaos and complexity 

is a barrier for understanding. The prevention through deterrence strategies of the 1990s 

became a central topic in migration studies (Dunn 1996, Andreas 2000, Nevins 2002); we 

have passed into a new era. That era is the Consequence Delivery System (CDS). The 

CDS is a new approach to enforcement whereupon each individual is evaluated and given 

a particular punishment based on his or her previous criminal and immigration related 

violations. A suite of programs designed both to prosecute immigration offenders, as well 

as more creative punishments such as separating people from their groups, makes up the 

core functioning of the CDS. I argue that this approach to punishment not only marks a 

new era in border enforcement, but has also become one of the key drivers of border 

violence and insecurity in Mexico. 

 I use a feminist geopolitical approach to analyze people’s stories of crossing the 

border, being apprehended and deported to different cities in Mexico. Their stories paint 

a complex picture of border enforcement, the extra-legal power structure of gang control 

and the confusing world of drug trafficking. Based on ethnographic work, in-depth 

interviews and surveys with deportees, this dissertation explores how people live through 

security policies, and what they are creating for both border residents and clandestine 

migrants. This approach helps to demystify border security narratives and return the 

border to its central place in this narrative.  
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What is the border and what does it do? 

The border produces its own subjectivities. People’s relationship to it, and how they 

crossed (or will cross) plays an important part in who they are and how they live through 

the violence on both sides. The border marks people through both its legal geography and 

physical space, creating layers of rules, hierarchies and formal and informal norms 

regarding who can be where, as well as their vulnerability or relative power over others.  

The border is therefore an active agent in subject formation. How people relate to 

the border, their intentions for crossing it, their legal status on both sides and engaging in 

licit or illicit trans border activities changes how people experience border violence and 

security. The practices surrounding how the border is managed, governed or controlled 

vary tremendously from region to region. Moreover, the trajectory and process of moving 

people and goods across the border adapt appropriately. Understanding how people are 

differentially affected and treated along the border is one of the main goals of this body 

of work.  

While there is a vast body of literature on borders as geopolitical phenomena, this 

dissertation attempts to take the U.S. Mexico border, not as a static, homogenous region, 

but a complex and varied place, that is at times strikingly similar and at other times, 

completely foreign from other cities along its 3,000 mile span. With fieldwork conducted 

from the Playa Bagdad, Matamoros on the Gulf of Mexico to the Pacific Ocean in playas 

de Tijuana, each city brings its own unique set of challenges. These nuanced contexts 

help tell the complicated story of the impact of a militarized border between two highly 

integrated countries. While the regulation and policing of the U.S. Mexico border is a 

federal issue on the United State’s side, there are contradictory laws, and programs that 
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exist in some regions and not others.  Although not all of the work done in these different 

regions is explicitly discussed in this dissertation, it was important in the development of 

my conclusions and theoretical framework. 

 

Dissertation Outline 

For the remainder of the introduction I give an outline of contemporary border 

enforcement issues, an expanded discussion of my theoretical framework and a 

methodology section that unifies the different approaches taken in the three articles. The 

last section in the introduction discusses the ethical commitments involved in this 

research and how I position myself among other scholars engaged in activist oriented 

research. This involves using research as a tool for groups in struggle, as well as how to 

navigate the sometimes conflicting identities of an activist and a researcher.   

For my first article, “In Harm’s Way: Family Separation, Immigration Policy and 

Security on the Border” I explore the big picture of contemporary immigration 

enforcement. I was the lead author and drafted the article, which was later built upon by 

my co-authors Daniel Martinez, Scott Whiteford and Emily Peiffer. This piece is directed 

at a public policy audience and is meant to provide an empirical description of what has 

been created by changes to border enforcement practices. A condensed version is 

currently available in the Journal of Migration and Human Security (Slack, Martínez et 

al. 2015). We argue that the changes to immigration enforcement have increased the 

length of stay in the United States and therefore the family ties. Despite increased 

enforcement efforts, these ties to the United States, principally among people who 

consider the United States their home, are a much stronger pull to return. The stated goal 
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of deterring people from returning by increasing the penalties for undocumented 

migration fails to counteract the much stronger pull of home.  

The second article focuses on unauthorized migrants’ contact with drug 

trafficking while crossing the border. I was the first author and Scott Whiteford was the 

second author. It originally appeared in The War that Can’t Be Won: Binational 

Perspectives on the War on Drugs (Payan et al 2013). We argue that drug trafficking has 

a significant impact on migration. While scholars have systematically denied the 

relationship of human smugglers known as coyotes to drug cartels (Lopez 1998; Spener 

2009; Izcara 2012; Sanchez 2014), this article turns their question upside down. By 

examining migrants’ experiences with drug traffickers and how they interpret the 

relationships between coyotes and drug trafficking organizations (Spener 2009; Izcara 

2012; Sanchez 2014), it gives us a clearer picture of how the shared clandestine space of 

the border is shifting, hierarchical and full of collaboration between clandestine entities. 

Rather than looking for participation in some sort of monolithic, cartel super-structure, 

this article demonstrates clearly that drug trafficking organizations have drastically 

changed the experience of undocumented migration. 

The third article, “Captive Bodies: Migrant Kidnapping in Mexico” explores the 

phenomena of migrant kidnapping from a feminist geopolitical perspective. It has been 

published in Area. I argue that kidnapping is more complicated than the traditional 

ransom narrative that we hear, especially when mass kidnappings of relatively poor 

individuals are becoming increasingly commonplace (2015). Rather, taking possession of 

bodies has other, more intimate dimensions such as recruitment into criminal 

organizations and slave labor. This article also expands on my approach to feminist 
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geopolitics of drug violence by challenging dominant narratives that negate the 

experiences of people who live through these events, focusing instead on aggregate, often 

abstract data.  

Before proceeding to my theoretical framework, I will discuss some of the recent 

changes to border enforcement policy and give a brief review of the literature on the drug 

war in Mexico, deportation and clandestine migration from Mexico. 

 
The Consequence Delivery System and a New Era in Border Enforcement 

The CDS has allowed border enforcement to create an extreme, neoliberal regime 

whereupon people are individually assigned a tailored “consequence, subjecting them to 

new and extreme punishments.  Rather than relying solely on the natural physical hazards 

of the deserts and rivers that make up the borderlands, the CDS has placed the full weight 

of the State’s repressive apparatus against undocumented migrants. There is ample 

literature that explores the Gatekeeper era. Scholars demonstrated how Operation 

Gatekeeper’s approach to enforcing urban border crossings forced people to cross in 

remote areas of the border, which has caused an escalation in the number of deaths (Dunn 

1996, Eschbach, Hagan et al. 1999, Andreas 2000, Nevins 2002, Cornelius and Lewis 

2007, Nevins 2007, Nevins and Aizeki 2008, Dunn 2009). The shift to the recently 

named “Consequence Delivery System” (Fisher 2011) was a far more gradual change and 

has largely gone unnoticed by the academic literature (see Martinez and Slack 2013 and 

Ewing 2014). At the start of Operation Hold the Line in El Paso, Border Patrol agents 

stood in a line, blockading the Rio Grande, which drew stark imagery of a militarized 

border (Dunn 1996). The CDS, on the other hand, involves several key components 
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designed to deliver an allotted punishment based on previous infractions of each 

individual.  

The linchpin of the CDS is a mass trial known as Operation Streamline. This has 

drastically increased the number of people with criminal records who will now fall into a 

completely different category. The first article demonstrates how these charges have a 

disproportionate impact on people with U.S. citizen family members since they are more 

likely to be repeat crossers. These charges now mean that individuals are “criminal 

aliens” who are banned from even applying for legal access to the United States for a 

period of time, and can be permanently excluded depending on their criminal record. 

They will also be sent to federal prison if they are apprehended again. Other components 

of CDS include the lateral movement of deportees from one part of the border to another 

(Alien Transfer and Exit Program – ATEP), increased time in prison, and the repatriation 

of certain individuals to Mexico City instead of the border.  

Yet, since this is part of a “whole of government strategy” to remove all 

unauthorized aliens from the United States (De Genova and Peutz 2010), other programs 

such as Secure Communities, and 287 (g), efforts to merge local policing efforts with 

immigration enforcement, have dislodged many people who had permanently set down 

roots in the United States and left them stranded at the border (Coleman and Kocher 

2011). The Morton Memo, a mandate for Immigration and Customs Enforcement3 (ICE) 

to remove 400,000 people per year, links interior and border enforcement. By defining 

recent border crossers as the second level priority behind people that pose a threat to 
                                                
3 ICE is traditionally conceived of as enforcing immigration in the interior of the country while 
CBP works at ports of entry and the Border Patrol controls the territory within 100 kilometers of 
the border. These distinctions blend frequently, creating a confusing overlap in terms of who 
controls what areas. 
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national security, it creates linkages across scales, showing how the border is central to 

current enforcement strategies.  

The core of migration scholarship has been divided into research in sending 

communities with potential migrants or those with past migratory histories (Massey, 

Durand et al. 2002, Durand and Massey 2004, Cornelius and Lewis 2007), work directly 

at the border (Heyman 1991, Dunn 2009, Heyman 2012) and people who focus on 

migrant populations already living in the United States (Nunez and Heyman 2007, De 

Genova and Peutz 2010, Coleman and Kocher 2011). These latter works discuss 

deportability, the potential for removal as one of the mechanisms for social control of 

immigrant population. The threat of being removed is an always-present reminder to 

obey, which limits people’s interaction with the public. This approach differs widely 

from my own since I am most concerned with the post-deportation consequences. What 

happens after people are returned to Mexico? As well as, how did the process of 

deportation occur?  

There is a limited albeit growing literature with people after they have been 

deported to Mexico (Boehm 2011, Slack and Whiteford 2011, Martinez and Slack 2013), 

to El Salvador (Phillips, Hagan et al. 2006, Berger Cardoso, Hamilton et al. 2014), 

Jamaica (Golash-Boza 2014), the Dominican Republic (Brotherton and Barrios 2011) and 

Ecuador (Hiemstra 2012). These works run the gamut from discussing the trauma of 

readjusting to life in a country they have largely forgotten (Brotherton and Barrios 2011) 

or using these interviews as a way to better understand treatment by U.S. authorities 

(Phillips, Hagan et al. 2006). Yet, none of these works are explicitly about the border, 

despite its prominence as both a region of intense enforcement and frequent conflict that 
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weighs heavily on people’s experiences. Scholars often focus their analysis on the 1996 

Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRAIRA) (Brotherton 

and Barrios 2011, Coleman and Kocher 2011) or the Anti-Terrorist and Effective Death 

Penalty Act (AEDPA) (Golash-Boza 2014), rather than explicitly deal with the role of 

border enforcement practices in deportation, and more specifically, attempts to re-enter 

the United States. 

Certain components of the CDS have been studied, (Lydgate 2010, Coleman and 

Kocher 2011, León 2013) but we still do not understand exactly what this new approach 

to enforcement produces. Determining what the short and long-term implications are for 

the Latino population in the United States (with and without documentation), and for the 

border as a zone of conflict (Gregory 2011), proves still more complicated.  

 Moreover, the discussion of drug violence in Mexico often fails to explore how. 

immigration and border enforcement practices have shaped the dynamic of cross border 

flows, which is largely understood to be the principal object of conflict (see Campbell 

2009 for an exception). Yet, the processes of criminalization and incarceration that are 

taking place on an almost unprecedented scale permeate both sides of the border and help 

shape border violence. In fact, the closest precedent for the criminalization of 

immigration, especially through its tendency toward mass incarceration of peoples of 

color, is the war on drugs. Both are highly racialized social engineering projects that 

systematically disenfranchise people from the political and social body of the United 

States through the deployment of the criminal label. Both have transnational implications 

as the United States has frequently flexed its diplomatic muscle and deep “security” 

pocketbooks to pay or cajole other countries into militarized drug enforcement policies 
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(Carpenter 2003). The difference is, through the deportation apparatus, the United States 

has engaged in a worldwide project of forced mass movement of people who have spent 

significant periods of time in prison or detention. This happens regardless of their mental, 

or physical state and the infrastructure available to receive them after deportation.  

The forced movement of people post incarceration has already generated 

significant transnational problems such as the infamous Mara Salvatrucha 13 (Zilberg 

2011). MS13’s genesis can be attributed to the confluence of anti-gang policies and 

deportation practices. Salvadoran street gangs in Los Angeles were being arrested and 

deported to El Salvador where they set up franchise organizations that would be able to 

send people and merchandise to colleagues in the United States (Ibid.). These 

transnational relationships were built on the deportation map, taking advantage of the 

State’s geography of forced movement to facilitate the transnational connections between 

U.S. cities – prisons – and third world countries. The stigma of a criminal sentence 

follows people and shapes how they are allowed to move around border cities post 

deportation, as well as their relationship to violence and recruitment by criminal 

organizations.  

 This is yet another example of how the dominant approach to “security” has in 

fact exacerbated the very forms of insecurity that it purports to eliminate. One cannot 

understand violence along the border without understanding the enforcement mechanisms 

that are thrust before the public and the U.S. Congress as the only hope for a secure 

border. For example, the Corker-Hoover amendment to the Senate’s comprehensive 

immigration reform bill of 2013 proposed a $30 billion dollar increase in border security. 

Obama’s executive action on immigration in November 2014 also includes an 
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unspecified increase in border security. In reality, the best way to create a secure border 

and reduce unauthorized crossing is to loosen the requirements for entry and allow 

benign labor and family based migration to pass more fluidly through the border. The 

prohibition on the movement of labor across the border increases the quantity of illicit 

traffic, a clandestine flow that has almost no security implications whatsoever. This 

makes it much harder to locate any potential threat among the nearly half million people 

apprehended annually. To borrow the criminological term, these mala prohibita regimes, 

the criminalization of activities that are not intrinsically harmful, can have the material 

effect of producing highly lucrative black markets, which in turn generate greater 

violence that is used to contest or regulate these illicit markets (Gibler 2011). As 

demonstrated in my second article, the exponential increase in the cost of crossing the 

border and the increasing interest of criminal gangs in charging for and regulating 

crossing activities (Spener 2009; Izcara 2012)4 has entangled drug violence and 

immigration.  

  

Theoretical Framework 

In trying to understand how border security policies and practices intertwine with 

violence on the border, I want to examine the multiple ways that people on the border 

live with the militarized border. A feminist geopolitical approach exposes how violence 

is created, shaped and changed in conjunction with changes in the policing of 

immigration. While critical geopolitics has focused on how power flows through 

                                                
4 Despite the assertions that coyotes and drug cartels are not involved, the data they present shows 
considerable overlap, including paying a toll to cartels, operating within certain very restricted 
parameters and frequently being extorted or the subject of threats if they fail to cooperate.  
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geopolitical struggles and colonial projects (Dalby and Tuathail 2002), feminist 

geopolitics takes it a step further “by noting the need for a more grounded critique of 

geopolitics—one that … attends to the gendered, racialized, classed, sexualized, and 

otherwise differentiated everyday spaces previously ignored in geopolitical analysis” 

(Williams and Massaro 2013, Williams 2013). This is an important approach for the 

study of how security actually negatively affects specific groups (Williams and Boyce 

2013) or how the political is an important factor for the creation and reporting of numbers 

on death (Hyndman 2007). While it has not been applied directly to the case of drug 

violence in Mexico, it allows for a number of important insights that break with 

traditional readings of the conflict. Simplified approaches such as a struggle between 

cartels or a political miss-direct do not allow us to see the complicated blurred boundaries 

between officials and criminals, the State and victimizers. Feminist geopolitics rejects 

disembodied discussions of powerful actors and major policy changes, instead, focusing 

on the lived realities of people who are exposed, giving voice to people that live with this 

day in and day out. For example, debates about why the conflict became so violent 

revolve around geopolitical narratives such as Calderon’s response to his narrow victor 

(Astorga and Shirk 2010) or whether or not Mexico is a failed state (Grayson 2010, 

Longmire 2011) do little to explain what is happening on the ground. Scholars and 

journalists have produced more useful analysis through research with local populations, 

who have a unique but intimate relationship to drug violence (Powell 2012, Muehlmann 

2013). The challenge is how to unite these discussions, and their conclusions that lack 

generalizability, to a coherent narrative about the meanings and causes of so much 

violence. Feminist geopolitics is useful in this reimagining, allowing us to change the 
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scales, and focus explicitly on lived experiences. This approach can provide more 

insights about the character of the conflict, which in turn can expose the factors driving 

violence. By examining the spatial practices of border enforcement it demonstrates how 

enforcement radically changes people’s subjectivities through the various forms of forced 

movement. My third article explicitly addresses this approach. 

The goal is to examine the precise ways in which an individual, and their unique 

life circumstances combine with security practices to shape their relationships to the 

violence. For instance, in my third article I find that rather than focusing on a specific 

subgroup of migrants, the very fact that someone is out of place, travelling as a 

clandestine migrant puts them in danger of kidnapping. Once detained, people’s past 

criminal history, job skills or even sexuality shape how they are treated. This approach 

differs significantly from dominant narratives about the drug war.  

A bottom-up approach to studying how geopolitical factors such as border 

enforcement impact people’s day-to-day lives also allows me to bridge the literature on 

the Mexican drug war and undocumented migration, particularly the burgeoning field of 

deportation studies. It also necessitates re-prioritizing the border as the central spatial 

analytic, despite recent approaches that have questioned whether or not the actual 

physical border is still important (Coleman 2007, Gregory 2011).  Through my 

ethnographic fieldwork in multiple sites all along the U.S. Mexico Border, and a 

systematic random sample survey with recent deportees in six different cities, I take an 

empirical approach to the nature of violence on the border. A feminist geopolitical 

approach necessitates strong empirical data and a care in how they are represented. I rely 
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heavily on my field notes and interview transcripts to illustrate my points in all of the 

following articles. 

In my second article, I use people’s accounts of crossing the border, and their 

contact with drug trafficking in order to provide a more developed picture of how 

enforcement practices have placed both activities in the same clandestine space. Namely, 

by enforcing migration and drug trafficking between ports of entry in the same way 

(desert patrols), drug traffickers frequently coordinate groups of migrants who act as 

unwitting cover, exposing the movements of the Border Patrol as they pursue migrants.  

Methodologically, the use of multiple people’s voices helps understand the human 

dimensions of border security, and organized crime. By addressing these conflicts at this 

scale, it notes the complicated and heterogeneous nature of the border, and does not “hide 

the bodies,” attempting to represent events as both affectual and human (Hoffman 

2011).This also builds on the growing literature on the geography of violence, which 

explores how space and place are linked with violent events (Gregory and Pred 2007, 

Hyndman 2007).  

 The clandestine spaces along the border, either for deportees searching for a way 

back across or those that are making the long trek to the United States have their own 

unwritten rules and unique set of dangers. People experience the violence along the 

border differently, either through arrest or abuse from authorities tasked with securing the 

border or through kidnapping and recruitment by drug traffickers in Mexico. The unique 

ways in which people experience these situations is tied to their subjectivities. The border 

therefore should be understood as topological. Rather than simply a line on a map, this is 
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a map of relationships, a map of people and how they experience the complex 

relationships of violence and power produced by the border. 

This requires exploring the meaning of violence, how it functions and what it 

produces along the border. To do this I will explore several theories of violence, and the 

lack of geographic sensitivity that can help us answer focus on how migrants experience 

violence in a different, more intense manner. In my third article, I argue that being out of 

place and away from home, as well as being engaged with the clandestine space of the 

border creates a specific subjectivity. This is the key to understanding the relationship of 

border violence and immigration enforcement.  

 

“Why is this happening to me?” - Subjectivities of Violence 
As people arrive in northern Mexico, their subjectivity is marked based on who they are 

in relation to the geo-political regime that is the border. Subjectivities can be understood 

broadly as people’s sense of self, however, they are often relative – who am I in relation 

to others (Conradson & Mckay, 2007). This also involves an attention to the politics of 

emotions. The affectual turn in geography has led scholars to study emotions and the 

connections of feelings to specific places (Pile 2010). This can be in the classic sense of 

home (Tuan 1977) or how fear also reinforces racial and class prejudices (Pain 2001). 

This can help us understand the rather callous way murders are often dismissed in 

Mexico as being the observed end for people involved in drug trafficking (Gibler 2010). 

Rather than see victims as people, they become something else, something to be 

distanced from in order to preserve people’s own sense of safety.  

The border produces these intricate subjectivities. It could be as a first time 

migrant who knows little about the crossing experience and is a prime target to be 
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tricked, walked in circles, left in the desert, and parted from his or her money. Or maybe 

the subject is a coyote from Veracruz who specializes in crossing Central Americans. He 

or she used to know the local power brokers and who to pay for the derecho de piso, 

literally, the right to the floor/ground, but things have changed. The prices have changed 

and he or she no longer knows the unwritten rules that dominate these clandestine spaces 

and is soon taken away, never to be heard from again. Or, perhaps the person is a long 

time resident of the United States. They are tattooed, with broken Chicano-Spanish. They 

have a minor arrest history for drug possession and no real memory of Mexico, having 

left as a child. He or she5 has no identification, no birth certificate, no job or education 

history and in this new/old home country there will be no legitimate work. After running 

out of options, and the frustration of family members growing tired of sending money 

they get more involved, either running marijuana through the desert, or working as a 

lookout (halcón) after which, extracting oneself from this life becomes increasingly 

impossible if not fatal.  

 These identities function around on the topology of the border. The complex 

series of relationships, legal regimes and extra-legal practices dictates how people live 

through their border experiences. Who you are shapes how you live these conflicts. This 

takes into account feminist geopolitics’ mandate to ground geopolitical factors in 

individual struggles. Moreover, existing scholarship on migration and drug violence has 

not taken this approach, accounting for a lack of crossover in border research, but also a 

tendency to overlook the border’s unique, complicated geography. Long term residents of 

                                                
5 In reality, the roles available to people are highly gendered, drug trafficking between ports of 
entry is almost entirely a masculine activity, while women often engage in drug trafficking 
through ports of entry (Campbell 2008). 
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the border cope with acts of violence in a profoundly different way than migrants and 

deportees.   

Violence is not as some scholars have suggested, a continuum of events (see 

Bourgois, and Scheper- Hughes 2004 for a discussion of the continuum of violence), 

rather it is a relational field of that actively shapes categories of victim, victimizer and 

bystander in topological space. The continuum metaphor is meant to blend one form of 

violence into the next, showing the close relationships of each type of violence (physical, 

structural and everyday etc.), while separating the extremes as completely different forms 

of violence. Although scholars have not actually mapped out how this heuristic device 

looks (what types of violence follow which?), the notion of following directly from one 

to the next is problematic in that there are multiple connections between each type of 

violence to other forms.  

Multiple violences interact simultaneously in a twisting rhizomatic web. By 

questioning how people negotiate violence, rationalize their safety and construct notions 

of guilt I aim to destabilize the ontology from which violence is understood. The 

traditional materialist approach to violence does not view its production as part of a 

larger, more complex topology. Violence on the border becomes the common thread, the 

playing field that dictates how these diverse sets of practices interact.  

 This is not to state that the materiality of violence: who is killed, who is maimed, 

is not important. On the contrary, this is the heart of the matter, however, my analysis 

centers on how people react to or navigate violence, rather than searching for an 

empirical “truth” about what is really happening. What is being created through the 
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relationship to death? How do people navigate this violent geography and protect 

themselves?   

Notions of guilt, lead to the frequent vilification of victims as a way to protect 

oneself, creating a psychological distance between oneself and the dead as a way to deny 

the possibility that one may meet the same fate. This reifies an already sedated public that 

has only in sporadic moments been able to organize any widespread opposition to the 

militarization and carte blanche for torture and murder implied therein. It takes as given 

the enemy status of the dead, unless proven to be an innocent, rather than taking a stance 

that extrajudicial murder is never acceptable. Melissa Wright engages with these 

contradictions through Achille Mbembe’s concept of necropolitics (Wright 2011). 

Mbembe expands on Foucault’s notion of biopolitics, which notes that western 

technologies of power developed an intimate relationship to life and the production of 

subjects (Foucault and Senellart 2008). Mbembe asserts that governance also centers on 

controlling and approving who shall die (Mbembe and Meintjes 2003). Melissa Wright 

uses this framework to critique Mexico’s reaction to the escalating homicide rates by 

simply ignoring (and not solving) the murders as a necropolitical approach, asserting that 

only certain types of victims matter.  

Melissa Wright’s work (2006), as well as others has focused on the disposability 

of bodies. I break from these discussions since my goal is to explore people’s use within 

these exploitative and deadly situations. Yes, many people are disposed of once they are 

used up, but whether as a drug trafficker, assassin, halcón or even an aging migrant 

worker, the process of entrapment and exploitation is highly complex and varied. In my 

third article on migrant kidnapping, I discuss one of my interviewee’s experiences 
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assisting in harvesting organs from children. This highlights the fact that even in death 

people are not simply disposed of; rather, value is still being extracted even in death.  

Work is being done to carefully conceal this extraction, however, namely, by 

disposing of certain bodies and displaying others in a grotesque way in order to create a 

warning to others (Campbell 2012). However, by publicly displaying maimed and 

tortured bodies it creates a psychic distance from the victims. They are the abject, too 

grotesque; too unthinkably destroy to contain any humanity. Julia Kristeva writes of the 

abject as something “radically separate, loathsome. Not me. Not that. But not nothing, 

either.” (1982:2). Abjection becomes represented in the psyche of the nation through the 

discourses around the guilt of the victims. The process of radical alterity that takes place 

in order to normalize gruesome murder and mass slaughter is necessary when the 

structure becomes “skewed, a topology of catastrophe…when the Other6 no longer has a 

grip.” (Kristeva 1982: 9). The need to create order, to solidify the law and desire is 

fundamental to the symbolic order. This requires abjection, radical alterity so that some 

things are simply unacceptable, loathsome and terrifying.  

In order to achieve this balance, these gruesome murders need to be just that, 

something radically different, and something non-human or even monstrous. The 

beheading, skinning, and public display of body parts has also physically transformed the 

body into something other than human. Therefore the form of the violence fits with a 

script of victims as awful, monstrous, nonhumans, deserving of violence. This has the 

                                                
6 Referring to Lacan’s notion of the big Other (Objet A) which is similar to Freud’s notion of the 
father, but relates to the creation of the symbolic order, a guiding principal that structures shame, 
approval and other desires (Lacan 2006).  



 38 

side effect of stigmatizing families and loved ones who are looking for answers; even 

those trying to find disappeared loved ones. 

It becomes especially true for migrants taken out of their communities and 

engaged in the highly anonymous and dangerous journey across the border. Bodies out of 

place and people in motion can be subject to a different level of scrutiny and 

mistreatment simply because they do not belong. Therefore it is important to contrast the 

experiences of migrants with this same violence because they provide a different 

perspective, one that is shaped directly by their experiences with U.S. border 

enforcement.  

The different articles in this dissertation draw on these perspectives to show how 

a feminist geopolitical perspective can benefit from acknowledging the topological nature 

of violence, and how it plays out in unique ways. In article III on migrant kidnapping, I 

highlight how migration and deportation mark people as vulnerable to kidnapping 

because they are out of place. By not belonging, they are expendable, and can be taken, 

killed or enslaved. The link between violence and place is causal. The various practices 

of immigration enforcement are producing a unique relationship to border violence by 

moving immigrations around, incarcerating them and funneling them into particularly 

dangerous areas of the border.  

Therefore, by studying the impacts of drug violence on other activities such as 

migration and deportation, it allows for a much clearer understanding of the conflict as a 

whole. My research uses the experiences of undocumented migrants and deportees to 

connect the dots between border enforcement and border violence as an example of how 
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people live through these geopolitical events that are generally discussed as disembodied 

global phenomena. 

As is clear from the previous sections, my research along the border, beginning in 

2003 till the present, has taken many forms and put me in contact with a wide variety of 

people. My decision to engage with the themes of migration, deportation and drug 

violence is therefore the product of my positionality and a commitment to a particular set 

of frameworks for research.  

Methodology  
 
 When I first arrived in Arizona in summer, 2001 the first thing I did once I found 

an apartment was go to Nogales, Sonora, Mexico. From then on I rarely spent much time 

away. I made many friends from both sides of the border and explored some of the more 

typical sides of the bustling little border town. I was immediately drawn to the stark 

contrast of a city bifurcated by a jagged sheet of metal, the infuriatingly inane logic (or 

lack thereof) displayed by customs and border patrol officers and the cultural fluidity 

displayed in Ambos Nogales.  

 I began as an intern with Dr. Diane Austin working on a Community Based 

Participatory Research (CBPR) project related to environmental quality on the border in 

2003. I not only was given the opportunity to learn about research methods, applied 

anthropology, numerous environmental technologies ranging from greenhouses and 

composting to alternative construction and rainwater harvesting, but I was able to see 

another side of the border. The areas where I began to spend more and more time were 

not part of the fluid, permeable border. They were isolated, but still highly affected by 

goods and materials that collected in their communities, due to its proximity to the United 
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States (used tires, old cars, shipping crates, used clothes and of course, cheap drugs). I 

began working on issues of housing and informality, participating in a land “invasion” as 

they called it, whereupon an organized group of people set up a squatter settlement on the 

outskirts of the city. They were fundamentally demonstrating a right to participate in 

shaping the cityscape.  

Yet, within the border milieu was another current, a current that was often talked 

about with distain by border residents. The commonly heard phrase, “no one takes care of 

Nogales because no one is from here,” rang false for me. I watched people struggle to 

make their homes, beautify their neighborhoods, or conduct environmental projects in the 

schools. Hearing the school kids yell “pollos asados!” roasted chickens, out the windows 

of cars at groups of people sitting by the side of the road, put it into another perspectives. 

The floating population of deportees, had risen to about half of the population of Nogales 

during those years. With over 60,000 deportations and an official population of 120,000 

in 2005, the clash was palatable (INM 2007).   

I remember one day sitting by the border and watching a herd of college kids 

returning from spring break, still wearing bathing suits and Hawaiian shirts. A Wakenhut 

bus dropped off an equally large group of migrants. Battered, their dark clothes torn and 

dirty and their skin burned from days walking in the desert the two groups passed each 

other amidst the cars of the Mariposa crossing. This stark visual display of the 

contradictions, of the border was as bold and contrasting as the fence. The indigenous 

people banished, walking in shame back to a city many of them did not know, unsure of 

what to do next, presented in mirror opposition to the gluttonous over consumption of 

white, young privileged, college students. 
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These powerful moments of the shocking disparities from one side of a fence to 

the other characterize the border. As I began to expand my research outside of Nogales in 

2010, my relationship to the border became much more broad, chaotic and often 

bewildering. After first interviewing deportees in Nogales, Sonora for the first wave of 

the Migrant Border Crossing Study, started by Dr. Daniel E. Martínez in 2007, we wrote 

a grant to the Ford Foundation to expand the study for the entire U.S. Mexico border. As 

one of the Principal Investigators, along with Dr. Martínez and Dr. Scott Whiteford it was 

my job to travel to all of our six research sites. I set up access to migrant shelters, hired 

and trained the research teams, and conducted interviews to ensure our questionnaire 

would apply to the local context at each site and yet remain compatible and comparable.  

I spent the majority of 2010 and 2011 travelling between Tijuana and Mexicali, 

Baja California; Nogales, Sonora; Ciudad Juárez, Chihuahua and Nuevo Laredo, 

Tamaulipas. We also added a sub-sample of people being deported to Mexico City as part 

of the interior repatriation program (MIRP). This work allowed me to conduct interviews 

and keep field notes chronicling my experiences in some of the areas in Mexico hardest 

hit by the violence.  

Upon completion of data collection in 2012 we entered and analyzed more than 

1,100, 250-question surveys and released a short report in March 2013 (Slack et. al 

2013). That same year I began a fellowship for the Drugs, Security and Democracy 

Fellowship managed by the Social Science Research Council and funded by the Open 

Society Foundation and the Ottawa Center for Human Rights to conduct ethnographic 

research on drugs and deportation in the Northeast and Northwest of Mexico. The goal 

was to compliment the quantitative work with nuanced ethnographic detail. After 
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working for almost a decade along the Sonora border, my lack of understanding in the 

South Texas and California border was highly apparent. Although I had plenty of 

quantitative data, the differences in context and local dynamics intrigued me, especially 

since research in most of the region had largely stopped due to insecurity. This also 

allowed me to expand on some of the issues that cannot easily be captured by a survey, 

namely the illicit world.  

This world is inherently opposed to quantification, legibility and visibility 

(Heyman, Smart 1999; Boyce et al n.d.). Quantitative methodology’s genesis is in the 

development of an art of governance, of an apparatus of governmentality (Foucault, 

Senellart et al. 2007). The illicit, clandestine world is in direct opposition to these 

methods precisely because of the fundamental resistance to being captured and controlled 

by the prohibitions and stratification of the State. I found that my understandings of 

deportation as produced through the survey questionnaires were incomplete.  

 What types of information I am able to access, and what is still hidden from me is 

intimately connected to my own positionality. This involves fighting stereotypes of the 

lone (male) researcher, braving the terrors of a distant land. The machismo and bravado 

inherent in much of the research about drug trafficking is a cautionary tale. While 

stereotypical images of journalists wearing bulletproof vests to cover “border violence” 

automatically spring to mind, the reality of my research, as corroborated by other 

scholars who engage in similar types of work (Nordstrom and Robben 1995), is exactly 

the opposite. Being laughed at, seeming (often being) foolish, always smiling, being as 

nice and decent as possible to everyone, especially people that are trying to test you, was 

my basic strategy for participating in these contested spaces. If I were to engage in these 



 43 

masculine games I become threatening. These tests come in the form of double-edged 

questions, political asserts about the United States, immigration and drugs. Jokes about 

gringos and the frequent use of the Mexican art of the albur – jokes that usually invoke 

some sexual double meaning, were commonplace.  

 I also engaged in the traditional process of disclosure. I knew that I would be 

investigated rapidly so I built a website that outlined my academic work and even listed 

my media appearances, complete with video clips (jeremyslack.net).  These were 

particularly helpful because law enforcement agents (the one thing I was worried about 

being mistaken for) do not go on national television to discuss Border Patrol abuse and 

the need for immigration reform. None of this is sufficient to guarantee safety, however, 

being conscious of what to do and what not to do is the key to minimizing risks. I 

acknowledge that I am just a dancing bear to most people, some oddity for people to be 

amused by and take their mind off the grim situation many find themselves in.  

 

What’s the point? Engaging in Critical Activist Research 

The decision to employ this particular array of methodological choices comes 

from a commitment to activist research. Charles Hale defines activist research as “a 

method through which we affirm a political alignment with a group of people in struggle 

and allow dialogue with them shape the process, from conception of the research topic to 

data collection, to verification and dissemination of results,” (2006:97). While migrants 

and deportees are in struggle; they are neither an organized nor unified group. This has 

caused us to have many allegiances with different activist organizations, NGOs and 

individuals who are all working together to change our borders, as well as trying to 
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incorporate more direct praxis with those participating in the research. However, it is still 

difficult to assert the type of direct relationship between projects, partnerships and 

participants that many academics promote (Austin 2005). Therefore, tracing the object of 

study, in this case, deportation, through different spaces and contexts, requires a broad 

array of tools and approaches, 

Moreover, one of the goals that came from meetings and workshops with 

activists, academics and civil society about how to focus the Migrant Border Crossing 

Survey (MBCS), was to expose the hidden/semi-licit processes of the post September 11th 

State. The data we released has been extremely useful for a wide range of society, and as 

a team of researchers, we have engaged with a variety of actors in order to make MBCS 

data an important resource for people engaged with affecting change. We have given 

talks at Border Patrol Headquarters in Washington D.C. dozens of interviews with the 

media, and held community forums and workshops with NGOs and activist 

organizations. While this has been an invigorating experience for my colleagues and 

myself, it is far from perfect and not without criticism. Namely, the debates surrounding 

immigration are rarely, logical, rational conversations, so data has an extremely limited 

potential in overcoming the racism and anti-immigrant scapegoating that is common in 

political arenas. We must constantly re-evaluate how we engage and what can be done to 

change or increase the impact of our work.  

Understanding this research as a process of engaging with the State, analyzing 

how it reacts and where the weak spots are is an important contribution to the broader 

framework of activist scholarship. Similar to Josiah Heyman’s discussion of the tensions 

between reformism and radical change (Heyman, Morales et al. 2009, Heyman 2013), 
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this project is aimed at a reflexive praxis of engagement. The goal of the MBCS is not a 

dataset or the published material, rather a long-term engagement with activists, civil 

society and policy makers.  

Conclusions  
 
 The following sections outline this approach in different forms. The articles focus 

directly on enforcement practices, the crossing experience, the kidnapping epidemic and 

how the spatial practices of deportation fuel violence on the border; however, there is 

much more be explored. The last section in my dissertation presents some of the 

questions that remain unanswered. This includes the complicated gender dynamics 

among migrants who find both treachery and solace in relationships formed through the 

trials and travails of migration and deportation. I also discuss the aftermath of 

deportation, what happens in the months and years after people are banished. Where do 

they go and what do they do?  My conclusion focuses on the most desperate, on the 

people that no one wants to talk about, the uncomfortable subjects who do not fit the 

trope of the good migrant, family “man,” hard worker etc. These are the heroin addicts in 

Tijuana, the criminals and the mentally ill, all people that are caught in that space of 

statelessness that do belonging anywhere. After being expelled from their long time home 

many have nothing to turn back to.  
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Executive Summary  
 
This article describes a suite of contemporary border and immigration enforcement 

programs that have developed over the years into the ad hoc program known as the 

Consequence Delivery System (CDS) which was formally launched on January 1, 2011 

(Rosenblum 2013). While many aspects of CDS are not new, it marks a shift from the 

deterrent strategy that, in the 1990s, relied heavily on the dangers of the natural terrain to 

dissuade crossers, to one that actively seeks to punish, criminalize, and incarcerate 

people. Through a random sample survey of recently deported migrants in six different 

cities in Mexico, we examine the standards, practices and treatment by arresting officers 

as well as the inner workings of CDS programs. How have recent immigration 

enforcement programs reshaped contemporary migration and deportation along the U.S. 

Mexico border? Our findings point to the increase in people with strong family, cultural 

and social ties to the United States. We detail the demographic characteristics of the more 

than 1,100 respondents in our study, as well as their resolve to return to the United States. 

This article gives a behind the scenes look at programs such as Operation Streamline, 

which is a mass trial system, the Alien Transfer and Exit Program (ATEP) known as 

lateral repatriation, and interior enforcement programs such as Secure Communities that 

blend local law enforcement and federal immigration enforcement. We conclude that 

these programs do not have a strong deterrent effect but they are enormously costly and 

destructive in terms of people’s future hopes to reunite with family members and legal 

access to the United States. 
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Introduction 
 

The current debates about immigration reform have centered on increasing border and 

immigration enforcement, creating a guest worker program, and providing a path to 

citizenship for people who came to the United States as children. Our years conducting 

research and interviewing deportees along the border have resulted in a powerful new 

dataset on migration and immigration enforcement that calls into question just what 

people mean by a secure border. In this article, we outline some of the findings from our 

research that highlight the consequences of a broken immigration system, as well as 

provide a discussion of the impacts of current enforcement practices. Border enforcement 

practices have long operated behind a veil of silence and often behind closed doors. Our 

goal is to explain, with precision, how these programs operate in order to evaluate what 

elements would constitute border security and an effective immigration system.  

 

This paper examines the demographics and family ties of migrants in relation to 

immigration enforcement measures. We analyze people’s experiences with U.S. 

authorities, particularly issues related to due process, abuses at the hands of U.S. 

authorities, and specific programs that make up the “Consequence Delivery System.”  

This article explores the different aspects of the Consequence Delivery System (CDS), a 

program that, as described by Border Patrol Chief Michael Fisher,  “guides management 

and agents through a process designed to uniquely evaluate each subject and identify the 
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ideal consequences to impede and deter future entry.”7 While this program officially 

began in 2011, the main components predate this date. We focus on three key programs: 

1) Operation Streamline, a mass trial system to deliver a criminal charge for unauthorized 

entry, the various forms and conditions of detention that occur after people have been 

charged. 2) The Alien Transfer and Exit Program (ATEP) that sends undocumented 

migrants apprehended in one region to another part of the border. And 3) the Secure 

Communities Initiative, a collaboration between local law enforcement and federal 

authorities to deport unauthorized migrants that come in contact with the police. This 

approach marks a profound shift in immigration enforcement. Previous efforts relied on 

shifting the flow of people into the harshest terrain along the U.S.-Mexico Border, relying 

on the natural and physical hazards of the desert to deter future crossings (Andreas 2000, 

Nevins 2002). This approach, while greatly increasing the lethality of irregular migration, 

did little to stem the flow of people and deter future crossings (Eschbach, Hagan et al. 

1999, Cornelius 2001, Cornelius 2005, Cornelius and Lewis 2007, Nevins and Aizeki 

2008, Martinez, Reineke et al. 2013).  

 

The CDS however, actively seeks to punish undocumented migrants, combining 

deterrence from reentry with increased prosecution, incarceration, and a variety of other 

attrition strategies designed to make the experience so miserable and costly that people 

will not return. This shift, in many ways, marks an active versus a passive strategy of 

                                                
7 (2011). Testimony of Michael J. Fisher, Chief, U.S. Border Patrol, U.S. Customs and Border 
Protection, before the Hosue Committee on Homeland Security, Subcommittee on Border and 
Maritime Security: "Does Administrative Amnesty Harm our Efforts to Gain and Maintain 
Operational Control of the Border?". House Committee on Border and Martime Security. 
Washington, D.C., DHS.  
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state intervention into the lives of migrants. We ask: Who is most affected by these 

programs? What are the overall impacts and efficacy of increased punishments for 

undocumented migrants? Our findings show that immigration enforcement practices over 

the past two decades have increased people’s ties to the United States and therefore a 

greater resolve to return. This has caused the disproportionate persecution of people with 

extensive family ties to U.S. Citizens (USCs).  

 

To answer these questions we draw on a new data source based on surveys we conducted 

with a random sample of deportees in five cities along the U.S. Mexico Border and 

Mexico City. The Migrant Border Crossing Study (MBCS), currently in its second wave, 

differs from previous seminal quantitative studies that tend to focus on people’s 

propensity to migrate in sending communities in Mexico (Massey, Durand et al. 2002, 

Durand and Massey 2004, Cornelius and Lewis 2007).  

 

Another group of scholars has developed a body of literature based on qualitative, 

historical or meta theoretical interpretations of border enforcement procedures, focusing 

on the human and social cost, especially through the deaths in the desert (Andreas 2000, 

Nevins 2002, Heyman 2008, Nevins and Aizeki 2008). A more recent body of literature 

has developed around deportation, especially interpreting the imminent deportability of 

both documented and undocumented immigrants as a form of social control (Coleman 

2007, Varsanyi 2008, Coleman 2009, De Genova and Peutz 2010, Varsanyi 2010, 

Coleman and Kocher 2011). Our goal is to provide a comparable empirical basis by 

which to bring the questions and concerns generated by these three bodies of literature 
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into the policy arena. The MBCS allows us to better understand who is being deported, 

what they experience during their northward journeys, and how the remarkably secretive 

programs that comprise CDS actually function.  

 

Research Methodology and Sample 
 

We draw on data gathered in Wave II of the MBCS to address our overarching research 

questions.  Between 2009 and 20128 a team of researchers from the United States and 

Mexico conducted survey interviews with 1,110 recent deportees about their experiences 

crossing the border, being apprehended by U.S. authorities, and being repatriated to 

Mexico. Wave I of the MBCS was conducted with 421 deportees in Nogales Sonora from 

2007-2009. MBCS II interviews took place at ports of entry immediately following 

deportation and in migrant shelters in Tijuana and Mexicali, Baja California; Nogales, 

Sonora; Ciudad Juárez, Chihuahua; Nuevo Laredo, Tamaulipas and Mexico City.9 This 

was a period characterized by heightened border enforcement and the maturation of 

several punitive measures to deter unauthorized reentry. While migration and border 

enforcement are constantly evolving and changing, this study period captures all current 

official enforcement measure at the time of authorship. An important goal of the MBCS 

is to provide generalizable findings about the abuses and hardships of the border crossing 

                                                
8 27 interviews during 2009, 14 during 2010, 999 during 2011 and 73 during 2012. 
9 The Mexican Interior Repatriation Program (MIRP) offers people a flight to Mexico City or a 
bus ticket home out of the Tucson Sector during the summer months, instead of being dropped off 
at the border. The program did not operate in 2012, and the future of this program is unknown. 
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experience that will be useful to other critical scholars, NGOs, and policy makers. Data 

highlighted in this article only include Wave II of the MBCS. 

 

In 2011 there were 267,029 deportations to these six cities, representing 66 percent of all 

repatriations to Mexico that year.  Each survey, which consisted of 250 questions, was 

carried out in a face-to-face setting and lasted approximately 45 minutes.10 We only 

interviewed people eighteen years of age or older who had crossed without legal 

documents sometime after September 11th, 2001 and were deported within a month prior 

to the interview. We constructed a single probability weight based on three 

characteristics: Mexican state of repatriation, gender, and Mexican region of origin. We 

employ an iterative proportional fitting, (i.e., raking) method to construct the weights 

because marginal totals in the population are known but joint distributions in the 

population are not known (Deming and Stephan 1940). With the exception of information 

provided on kidnappings and violence against women, all data presented in this article 

refer to people’s most recent crossing, apprehension, and deportation experience.  

 

Table 1 provides descriptive statistics for our survey respondents. The average person we 

interviewed was a male, 32 years old, with eight years of formal education and earning a 

median household income of $346 dollars per month before attempting to cross into the 

United States.  

 

                                                
10 We used a random spatial sample to ensure external validity. Researchers did not ask for 
volunteers, but rather randomly selected potential participants at shelters and ports of entry. These 
results are unweighted statistics and therefore can only speak directly to the people surveyed. 
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About half spoke at least some English, and one in ten spoke an indigenous language in 

addition to Spanish. More than half were employed before deciding to leave Mexico, and 

42 percent were the sole income provider for their families. Three quarters of deportees 

had previously lived or worked in the United States. Among those who had lived or 

worked in the United States, the median time spent in the country was nine years.   

 

Half have at least one family member who is a U.S. citizen, and about one in five have at 

least one child under the age of 18 who have U.S. citizenship.  Almost half of those 

interviewed expressed that they intended to permanently emigrate during their last 

crossing, and 30 percent stated that their current home is located in the United States.   

 

This is a strikingly different portrait of deportees than the common conception of 

seasonal laborers and young single men with no real ties to the United States. As Julieta, 

a 24 year old deportee explains, “As a mother it is very difficult to leave your children 

over there—I feel really bad about that. My daughter lives there with her father. He was 

abusive to me, so I am afraid to leave her there with him.” 
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While one might assume that these types of connections to the United States would 

generate legal options for immigration, this is rarely the case. Under the Immigration and 

Naturalization Act, there are three broad categories for potential immigrants seeking 

lawful permanent residence.11 Each of these categories is subject to direct numerical 

limitations each fiscal year and additional limits by country.12 This quota system, 

combined with the use of a lottery “for increasing the diversity of immigrants,” makes 

legal immigration in any given year more likely for an individual from a country with a 

low historical flow of immigrants than for an individual from a country with a high 

historical flow of immigrants such as Mexico.  

 

While 49 percent of people surveyed had a U.S. citizen family member, many do not fit 

into categories that allow for legalization, and if they do, the queue can take 20 years or 
                                                
11 See INA § 201 Describing family sponsored immigrants, employment-based immigrants and 
diversity immigrants. 
12 See INA § 201 and § 202 Detailing numerical limits by category of immigrant and on 
individual foreign states. 

Table&1.&&Demographic&Characteristics&and&Ties&to&the&United&States
Variable Percent/Mean
Male 90%
Female 10%
Age 32/years
Formal/educational/attainment 8/years
Monthly/household/income/before/crossing/(in/US/dollars) $346
EnglishFspeaking/("at/least/some") 47%
Indigenous/languageFspeaking 8%
Sole/economic/provider/for/household 42%
Employed/before/crossing 62%
Have/lived/or/worked/in/the/US 75%
/////Years/in/the/US/(among/people/with/US/experience) 9/years
US/Citizen/family/members 49%
US/Citizen/child 23%
US/Citizen/MINOR/child 20%
Current/home/located/in/the/US 30%
Intended/to/emigrate/permanently/after/last/crossing/(10/yrs/or/longer) 46%
Source:(Migrant(Border(Crossing(Study,(Wave(II((N(=(1,110) ,/weighted/data
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longer. For instance, the U.S. State Department’s Visa Bulletin for September 2014 

reveals that if a Mexican citizen had filed an immigrant visa application in June of 1994 

as the unmarried son or daughter (under the age of 21) of a U.S. citizen (F1), they would 

have become eligible for further processing in April of 2014. Moreover, immigration 

enforcement has changed the penalties for undocumented migration resulting in many 

people becoming inadmissible. A potential immigrant is inadmissible for such things as 

having entered the United States without being admitted or paroled, having claimed 

citizenship for any purpose or benefit under any Federal or State law and having 

encouraged anyone to enter the United States without following the law.13  Another issue 

for admissibility involves accrual of unlawful presence, which would not allow an 

individual to immigrate lawfully if he or she entered the United States unlawfully and 

spent a period of time greater than 180 days there and then left the United States again.14  

 

For the average MBCS respondent, who likely possesses low levels of human and 

financial capital (see table 1), legal immigration under the current statutory scheme 

would be extremely difficult or impossible. A thirty-two year old Mexican man with 

eight years of formal education, some work experience in Mexico and the United States, 

at least one U.S. citizen family member and perhaps a U.S. citizen child under the age of 

21, will probably never find an appropriate legal remedy to immigrate under current U.S. 

law. 

 
                                                
13 See INA § 212(a) Full explanation of grounds of inadmissibility; INA § 212(a)(6)(A)(i) 
Entering Without Inspection; INA § 212(a)(6)(C)(ii) Falsely claiming citizenship; INA § 
212(a)(6)(E) Smugglers.  
14 See INA § 212(a)(9)(B) Aliens unlawfully present. 
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Family reunification is the first tenet of immigration law. 15 Any attempt to regularize the 

millions of children and young adults that arrive with their parents must include 

provisions to keep families together. Any policies aimed at immigration reform must first 

and foremost provide paths to citizenship for family members of U.S. citizens already 

living and working in the United States. Lawmakers must also reevaluate people with 

minor infractions, such as immigration related offenses and traffic violations, who would 

have otherwise been eligible for “Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals” (DACA), the 

November 2014 executive action or the proposed DREAM Act.  These individual must 

be included in reforms. For instance, 18 year old Julian stated, “I have been in the United 

States since I was five. I got in a fight right after I turned 18 and the judge deported me. I 

don’t know anyone in Mexico. I don’t exist here or in the United States.”  Moreover, it is 

important to reduce or eliminate penalties for false claims of citizenship, which currently 

lead to a permanent bar from illegal entry. The vast majority of the people who attempt to 

cross the border by talking their way through ports of entry claiming to be U.S. Citizens 

are young people who have spent significant time living in the United States that are 

unaware of the repercussions of doing so.16 This group often has little or no connection to 

                                                
15 See generally Immigration and Nationality Act § 201(a)(1) Discussing family-sponsored 
immigrants; INA § 201(a)(2)(A)(i) Exempting immediate relatives from direct numerical 
limitations; INA § 240A Describing cancellation of removal based on hardship to U.S. citizen of 
Lawful Permanent Residence family members; INS v. Errico 385 U.S. 214, 87 S.Ct. 473 (1966) 
Evaluating the legislative history of the INA to find that family unity is a primary goal, which 
Congress recognized to often be more important than either enforcement of quota provisions or 
keeping potentially harmful people out of the U.S.; Fiallo v. Bell 430 U.S. 787, 97 S.Ct. 1473 
(1977) Recognizing the underlying intention and goal of immigration law to be family unity as 
demonstrated by preference in law for the immigration of certain family members; Holder v. 
Martinez Gutierrez 132 S.Ct. 2011 (2012) Affirming the fact that goals of family unity underlie 
or inform immigration law while declining to interpret every provision in the statute in the most 
family-friendly light.   
16 See INA § 212(a)(6)(C)(ii) Describing a false claim to U.S. citizenship for any purpose or 
benefit under any federal or state law as a ground of inadmissibility; INA § 237(a)(1)(H) 
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Mexico and find themselves in an extremely difficult and precarious position upon 

deportation to Mexico. However, in light of an immigration enforcement system designed 

to deliver more and more consequences, it is of the utmost importance that we understand 

exactly how these programs work.  

Consequences Delivery System and Interior Enforcement 
 

Customs and Border Protection, the umbrella organization for the Border Patrol, has 

taken a new approach to immigration enforcement. The goal of the Consequences 

Delivery System (CDS), also sometimes described as a “whole of government approach” 

is to provide people with additional repercussions for unauthorized entry in hopes that 

they will decide not to attempt another crossing.  

 

Claims that these programs significantly decrease the likelihood people will return have 

never been externally evaluated or proven using reliable data, with the exception of 

recidivism rates that contain their own limitations (Rosenblum 2013). The Government 

Accountability Office has recommended that Immigration and Customs Enforcement 

(ICE) provide metrics for evaluating their removal programs due in part to their high cost 

                                                                                                                                            
Allowing for a waiver of certain misrepresentations at the discretion of the Attorney General but 
not allowing waiver of a false claim; Sandoval v. Holder 641 F.3d 982 (2011) Reviewing 
specifically whether an unaccompanied minor falsely claiming citizenship should be subject to 
the non-waivable permanent bar but deferring to the Board of Immigration Appeals to explain the 
statutory provisions; Lewis v. Holder Petition for a Writ of Certiorari 2012 WL 6042345 
Describing the false claim provisions and lack of wavier and the Circuit Courts’ divergence as to 
whether signing an I-9 form claiming citizenship or nationality of the U.S. constitutes a false 
claim under the law; Jaen-Chavez v. U.S. Atty. Gen. 415 Fed.Appx. 964 Finding no reversible 
error in the BIA determination of inadmissibility for a false claim on Form I-9 and no available 
waiver for this misrepresentation.  
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(GAO 2011). CBP and ICE have a combined FY 2014 budget of $18.2 billion (DHS 

2013).  

 

Our data show that deterrence by arrest and removal is largely ineffective. The majority 

of respondents reported that they would return to the United States sometime in the future 

with the rate being substantially higher (70 percent) for people who consider their current 

home to be located in the United States. Among people who say their home is in the 

United States, only 13 percent said they would not return sometime in the future. 

Antonio, 42 explained “I have no choice, my family is there.  I need to go back to my 

children who want me back.” Deterrence became the linchpin of U.S. border enforcement 

policy in the mid 1990s, (Dunn 1996, Andreas 2000, Nevins 2002, Dunn 2009, Rubio 

Goldsmith and Reineke 2010) and yet, billions of dollars, thousands of deaths and 

millions of people detained, only 26 percent of all respondents stated that they would 

never return. In Graph 1, we compare the decision to cross again with the specific 

removal program. As is clearly shown, these programs do not correspond to a significant 

decrease in reporting future crossing intentions. Operation Streamline shows a slight 

decrease, but it is not statistically significant. In fact, people that have been laterally 

repatriated actually report they will cross again at higher rates. These findings differ 

slightly from official statistics outlined in a report by the Congressional Research Service 

that show a decline in recidivism for people that faced criminal prosecutions (Rosenblum 

2013). However, we argue that statements about the intention to return are more accurate 

because they allow for a more flexible time period to recuperate resources rather than 

during a one fiscal year period. Furthermore, using recidivism statistics assumes people 
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will have the same likelihood of apprehension before and after a criminal prosecution. 

Our data contradicts this assertion, as people tend to invest more time, effort and 

resources in the crossing, or take a riskier approach in order to avoid detection after 

prosecution. Moreover, nothing affects the decision to cross again as much as stating that 

their home is in the United States, a factor not included in the CRS report.  

 

 

Considering the amount of taxpayer dollars being spent, and the number of lives being 

affected, we feel that a serious evaluation of these programs is necessary to justify 

continued operation. Our study focuses on four specific deterrence programs: Operation 

Streamline, immigration detention, the Alien Transfer and Exit Program (ATEP), as well 

as other immigration enforcement practices that complement those actually designed 

CDS such as Secure Communities/287(g).  
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Operation Streamline 
 

 “We all went in a big group in front of the judge…they put chains on us really tight…the 

whole time in there they made me feel like I killed someone.” – Javier, 22, Chiapas 

 

Operation Streamline is a mass trial for immigration offenders that convicts between 40 

and 80 people per hearing for “illegal entry,” a misdemeanor offense.17 A lawyer is 

provided for defendants, sometimes in groups, and sometimes one-on-one, but the limited 

time and complicated court setting has raised concerns about the quality of legal counsel.  

 

When asked “what did your lawyer inform you about your rights?” only 30 percent 

mentioned some sort of basic legal right such as the right to silence or a fair trial.  Fifty-

five percent stated that their lawyer simply informed them they needed to sign their 

deportation and plead guilty.  Six percent reported that their lawyers did not tell them 

anything. Only 1 percent reported being informed that they could denounce abuses and 1 

percent (3 people) stated that the lawyer checked for legal migration options due to 

family connections, which is generally the first and most important duty of any 

immigration attorney. Moreover, the impetus to simply force people not to fight their 

case is the only way to maintain our current immigration system.  If people were to fight 

                                                
17 In December 2009, the 9th Circuit Court of Appeals determined that people must individually 
state whether they are pleading guilty or innocent rather than the previous arrangement where 
people were told to stand up if they were pleading not guilty. However, this has little substantive 
difference to the form and problems with Streamline. 
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the charges, the enormity of the case-load would quickly overwhelm the capacity of the 

court system. 

 

While unauthorized entry carries a maximum six months sentence, those who are 

convicted now have a criminal record based solely on an immigration offense that will 

exclude them from legal residence or entry.18 If they are apprehended again, they will be 

charged with illegal re-entry, which is an “aggravated felony”, and can be sentenced from 

anywhere between two and ten years in prison (Lydgate 2010) although sentencing varies 

widely by district and judicial discretion. However, upon asking people what they 

understood about their sentence, only 71 percent of respondents processed through 

Operation Streamline mentioned that a judge told them they would face some amount of 

jail time if they return to the U.S. after being deported. However, once people accept the 

criminal charges, even the misdemeanor plea options known as “flip-flops,” it becomes 

almost impossible to pursue legal options for migrations that may have been open to them 

in the past. These court proceedings also remove prosecutorial discretion, devoting an 

inordinate amount of resources to prosecuting immigration offenders rather than violent 

offenders. 

 

                                                
18 See INA § 275 Improper entry by alien. 
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Criminal prosecutions for illegal entry increased from 3,900 cases to 43,700 between FY 

2000 and FY 2010, and during the same period prosecutions for illegal re-entry increased 

from 7,900 to 35,800 (Meissner, Kerwin et al. 2013). The changes in prosecution brought 

about by Operation Streamline account for much of the increase in deportation of 

“criminal aliens,” simply because of the rise in immigration offenders, whose activities 

were previously considered administrative offenses. Forty-eight percent of all 

immigration prosecutions come from illegal entry and 44 percent from illegal re-entry. 

Among all immigrants deported for criminal offenses in FY 2012, 20 percent were 

removed for immigration infractions (Meissner, Kerwin et al. 2013). The other largest 

categories are traffic violations (23 percent) and drugs (23 percent).  

 

Operation Streamline has been criticized on the simple fact that mass trials are anathema 

to our justice system, due to their lack of due process and the inability to effectively 

Table&2.&&Interaction&with&Legal&Counsel&During&Operation&Streamline
Variable Percent
Processed(through(Operation(Streamline1 27%

(((((Shackled(during(Operation(Streamline 95%

"What&did&your&lawyer&tell&you&about&your&rights?"2

(((((Sign(the(form(and(do(not(fight(the(charges 55%

(((((Some(mention(of(basic(legal(rights 30%

(((((Nothing(or(could(not(understand 6%

(((((Could(not(recall 3%

(((((Other 3%

(((((Asked(to(report(abuses 1%

(((((Check(for(legal(status(of(defendant 1%

(((((Prospect(of(being(paroled(while(waiting(for(resolution 0%

((((((((((of(an(immigration(case

1.)(Among(all(respondents.((When(people(apprehended(and(repatriated(in(sectors(not(practicing(

Operation(Streamline(are(ommitted,(the(percentage(increased(to(35%.

2.)(Among(respondents(who(gave(valid(responses.(Does(not(sum(to(100(due(to(rounding.

Source:&Migrant&Border&Crossing&Study,&Wave&II&(N&=&1,110),&weighted(data
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communicate sentences.19 The conditions of Operation Streamline have also raised 

alarms. In Operation Streamline defendants are generally shackled before, during and 

after their court appearances. Defendants are typically shackled at the feet, waist and 

wrists for a median six hours each while they are transferred to and from the federal 

courthouse. Many women complain about not being able to go to the bathroom during 

this entire ordeal because the shackles hold their pants up.  

 

Because of this, the amount of people that have been sent to federal prison for 

immigration violations has increased tremendously. Thirty-eight percent of all people in 

our surveys were detained for more than one week, which means that they were not 

simply processed by the Border Patrol, but sent to federal prison where they serve a 

sentence for unauthorized re-entry.20 For people that decide not to sign and to fight their 

cases, the wait can be incredibly long due to a backlog in the system that can take years 

(Mountz 2010). There is an enormous cost associated with this move toward 

incarceration, with each person costing an estimated $164 per day (National Immigration 

Forum 2012). The budget for federal detention for Immigration and Customs 

Enforcement was $1.96 billion for FY 2013 and this does not include the cost of people 

                                                
19 See U.S. v. Roblero-Solis 588 F.3d 692 Determining that guilty pleas heard en masse did not 
comport with Rule 11 of the Federal Rules of Civil Procedure but that this was not plain error; 
U.S. v. Escamilla-Rojas 640 F.3d 1055 Finding Operation Streamline procedures for hearing 
guilty pleas not to violate due process considerations and errors to be harmless; U.S. v. Aguilar-
Vera 698 F.3d 1196 Discussing a judge’s harmless error in accepting defendant’s guilty plea in an 
Operation Streamline proceeding, defendant maintaining argument as to lack of due process 
under the Constitution in case precedent was overruled and/or Operation Streamline was 
examined by the Supreme Court. 
20 For those that are convicted of a federal offense they will be sent to a federal prison alongside 
the general population. For people that are attempting to fight an immigration case, they will be 
held in immigration detention.  
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convicted of crimes who are sent to the federal prison system (DHS 2014(National 

Immigration Forum 2012). Some are able to leave detention on parole, but this is far from 

uniform and usually depends on the amount of resources available, both in terms of 

money, access to legal counsel and community organizations. Despite this, the legal 

implications of Operation Streamline will be felt for decades simply because the criminal 

records that have been created will remain with people and undoubtedly cause problems 

no matter what type of immigration reforms may be enacted.  

 

The Alien Transfer and Exit Program (ATEP): Lateral Repatriation  
 

ATEP21 is another enforcement program with the explicit directive of breaking 

smuggling networks (GAO 2010). Border Patrol transfers migrants to a different sector 

along the border, sending them to unknown and unfamiliar territory (León 2013). We 

found that 13 percent of deportees were laterally repatriated22 and 20 percent were 

deported between the hours of 10pm and 5am. Moreover, our research shows that ATEP 

sends people away from the Arizona-Sonora border, which is the busiest point of 

undocumented crossing, to other areas where fewer people cross. Despite its stated goal 

to break up smuggling networks, people processed through ATEP report that will return 

to the United States at higher rates.  Forty percent of people processed through ATEP 

                                                
21 For our survey we defined ATEP as individuals who were apprehended by border patrol while 
crossing and returned to Mexico in a different sector. We excluded individuals who went to long-
term detention and/or successfully arrived at their desired destination. We also excluded people 
that were deported to adjacent sectors to eliminate people that might have walked into another 
sector before being apprehended (N = 505). 
22 This is a conservative estimate that does not include people who arrived at their desired 
destination or were detained for more than one week.   
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report they plan on crossing again within the next week compared to just 28 percent of 

people not processed through the program. While, officially, only men go through ATEP, 

this leaves women travelling with male relatives or significant others deported alone to 

unfamiliar border towns. As a result, seventeen percent of the people deported to Sonora 

are women versus 10 percent border wide (Chavez and Caballero 2013). 

 

The other serious concern with ATEP is the increase in deportation to Mexico’s 

northeastern border, home to the criminal organization, Los Zetas.  While by no means an 

exception in terms of organized criminal practices, Los Zetas have been known to kidnap, 

extort, and even kill migrants on a large scale. The infamous massacre of 72 migrants in 

August 2010 and the mass graves containing hundreds of migrants raised concerns about 

the ethics of continuing deportations to this area. In the years following this human rights 

disaster Tamaulipas has become the top state for deportations with tens of thousands 

more deportations than the number of people apprehended in the corresponding area 

(Meyer and Isacson 2013). We ask for a reevaluation of what consequences this system is 

designed to deliver. When we combine the facts surrounding ATEP with the finding that 

18 percent of people were deported between the hours of 10pm and 5 am we must ask: Is 

it justifiable to put people’s lives in danger to punish them for unauthorized entry?  

 

Interior Enforcement: Secure Communities 
 

We find that 25 percent of MBCS respondents were apprehended as a consequence of 

interior enforcement programs such as the Secure Communities Initiative or 
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287(g).23Interior enforcement targets people that are already settled in the United States 

and have established a life there, making it a particularly traumatic experience. Studies 

have shown that this program leads to an extremely racialized form of policing, 

generating extreme distrust between minority communities and the police (Coleman and 

Kocher 2011).  Nevertheless, research clearly illustrates that the Secure Communities (S-

Comm) rollout has had absolutely no impact on alleviating FBI index or violent crime 

rates at the local level (Miles and Cox forthcoming).  Moreover, the rise of S-Comm also 

marked the end of the highly visible spectacle of workplace raids such as the Postville 

Raid that provoked international outcry from human rights organizations and businesses 

alike. S-Comm is far less visible, causes much less disruption to the economy and often 

removes people without families even being aware. This program has created a much 

more insidious and opaque process by which hundreds-of-thousands of people are 

removed from the interior of the United States. People that go through Secure 

Communities are more likely than those who are deported through other removal 

programs to state their home is in the United States  (See Table 3). 

 

Almost half of the people deported through S-Comm stated that their home is in the 

United States versus a quarter of other deportees. They have also spent an average of 8.2 

years in the United States versus 6.0, showing yet again that interior enforcement 

                                                
23 People must have been apprehended by police outside of the border zone and subsequently 
deported. For people inside the border zone it is even more difficult to tell whether people were 
part of this program or one of the many informal arrangements between police and border patrol. 
For instance in Tucson, the police frequently call border patrol agents when they suspect someone 
might be undocumented rather than going through formal channels, charging them with a crime 
or processing them. However, according to ICE statistics, 20 percent of all removals in 2011 
come from secure communities.  http://www.gao.gov/assets/600/592415.pdf 
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programs target people that have established ties and roots in the United States.  This 

creates consequences for their children who not only witness their families physically 

torn apart, but who must live with the absence of a parent.  

 

 

Besides having a devastating impact on families, this program turns law enforcement 

officers into immigration officials. Instead of looking to the police when undocumented 

immigrants are victims of crimes they now must be prepared for deportation whenever 

they come in contact with an official. This hinders the ability of a police force to 

investigate crimes, which generally requires cooperative and receptive communities.  

People are so afraid of any interaction with law enforcement, be it a simple traffic stop or 

even reporting serious crimes, because they will likely end up being deported, that they 

will avoid the authorities at all costs. One man described how his chance car accident 

resulted in his deportation and the abandonment of his young daughter: 

 

“I was leaving the park with my kids when a man crashed into me. The cops came and 

saw that I didn’t have a driver’s license so they fingerprinted me. He said I was going to 

be deported. I asked if I could call someone to take my children. He said I could, but 

when my brother in-law [only documented family member besides children] did not show 

Variable
Secure&Communtites(

(25%)
Other(Removal(
Program((75%) Difference

!!!!!US!Citizen!Family!Members 43% 51% 8%†

!!!!!US!Citizen!Children 28% 22% 6%

!!!!!Current!Home!in!US 47% 25% 22%***

!!!!!Total!Years!in!US 8.2!years 6.0!years 2.2!years***

Note:!†p!<!0.10,!*p!<!0.05,!**p!<!0.01,!***p!<!0.001!indicate!the!difference!is!statistically!significant

Source:(Migrant(Border(Crossing(Study,(Wave(II((N(=(1,110),(weighted!data

Table(3.((Comparison(between(People(Apprehended(through(Secure&Communities/287(g)&and(those(
Apprehended(through(Other(Means



 70 

up, the police officer said he could not wait any longer so I asked the woman that was 

helping translate for me to watch them.  I had no option other than to trust her.” – 

Santiago (04/29/2011) 

Due Process Abuse in U.S. Custody  
 

With so many changes to the process of immigration enforcement during the last decade, 

many express concerns that these proceedings do not meet basic constitutional 

requirements of due process (NMD 2011, Ewing 2014). We wanted to know how people 

understood their experiences in U.S. custody and the potential implications of a lack of 

understanding.  Nearly all respondents (96 percent) indicated they signed some form of 

paperwork while in U.S. custody.  Among those who signed, 28 percent report that no 

one explained what documents they had signed, and 27 responded “No” or “Don’t 

Know” when asked if they knew what they had signed. Thirty-three percent reported 

feeling forced or pressured to sign. There is little transparency about what happens to 

migrants in the U.S. justice system despite the fact that this process has serious legal 

implications.  Signing documents while in U.S. custody can have long term and far 

reaching consequences for people’s future ability to legally immigrate. 24 The recent 

increased use of expedited removals, a formal deportation that carries a criminal record 

without the benefit of a trial before a judge, has raised concerns about people’s 

                                                
24 See INA § 101(a)(43)(O) Defining “aggravated felony” to include immigration offenses such 
as entering without inspection if combined with a previous deportation for another offense; INA § 
212(a)(9)(A) Rendering aliens previously removed to be inadmissible, bars to immigration for 
periods of time; Walters v. Reno 145 F.3d 1032 Describing complex forms bearing drastic 
immigration consequences and deciding that they do not fulfill notice requirements of due 
process 
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knowledge of and access to legal counsel. 25  It is important to reevaluate the role of the 

US Border Patrol (USBP) in processing, sentencing and removing undocumented 

migrants. Many visa categories, such as those for victims of crime (U Visas), victims of 

human trafficking (T Visas) or for women in domestic violence situations (VAWA) have 

been chronically underused, largely as a result of a lack of knowledge and the rapid 

system for taking people out of the country. The USBP cannot reasonably be expected to 

perform the tasks of arresting officer, judge, prosecutor and defense attorney all at once. 

The logic behind not incorporating processing and removal proceeding into the formal 

justice system has a long and complicated history, but largely hinges on the ruling that 

deportation is not considered a criminal punishment (Kanstroom 2007). The incentives 

for USBP and Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) are all about increasing 

deportations, therefore in order to ensure that reasonable protections exist; this process 

must be excised from USBP and ICE and returned to the court system.  

U.S. Authority Abuse 
 

“The agents found me while I was sleeping. They kicked me and asked where the rest of 

the group was. They didn’t believe that I was alone. They kicked and punched me and 

when I still had nothing to tell them they tied my hands to the ATV and dragged me 

                                                
25 See INA § 238 Expedited Removals and due process requirements including reasonable notice, 
representation by counsel, provision of a list of counsel available to represent pro bono, 
opportunities to inspect evidence and rebut charges and a record for judicial review; U.S. v. 
Valdainos-Torres 704 F.3d 697 (2012) Describing a right to counsel in immigration hearings 
stemming from the Fifth Amendment due process guarantees and protected by statute; Tawadrus 
v. Ashcroft 364 F.3d 1099 (2004) Emphasizing the right to counsel in immigration proceedings in 
general and the requirement of a knowing and voluntary waiver of this right. 
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behind it. That’s where I got these cuts on my face [pointing to numerous bloody, open 

cuts across nose and cheeks]” – Manuel (05/19/2009) 

 

Lack of transparency and accountability continues to be a widespread problem within 

Customs and Border Protection (CBP) and other authorities involved with enforcing 

immigration (ICE, USBP and many police departments). One of the challenges is 

determining which abuses stem from day-to-day practices by individual officers, and 

which may stem from organizational policies that prevent reporting or reprimanding 

infractions. The USBP has tripled in size since 2004 to 21,391 agents (CBP 2014). 

Amendments to Senate Bill 744 would once again expand Customs and Border 

Protection, nearly doubling its current staffing numbers. The Border Patrol is now the 

largest police force in the United States. This rapid expansion has caused concerns about 

training, especially in light of abuses. As noted in table 4, 12 percent of migrants report 

some form of physical abuse during their last apprehension and one in five report verbal 

abuse. Another report by the non-governmental organization No More Deaths found a 

physical abuse rate of 10 percent (NMD 2011), which has also been corroborated in 

another study of Central American deportees to El Salvador which also reported a 

physical abuse rate of about 20 percent during the apprehension process and 10 percent 

during detention (Phillips, Hagan et al. 2006). While this may not seem like a lot, we 

want to emphasize that the Border Patrol apprehends almost 400,000 people every year. 

Moreover, many individuals cross multiple times, increasing the likelihood that they will 

encounter an abusive situation.  Furthermore, this trend has remained consistent over 

time, indicating that this is a systematic problem.  
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Also of concern are the 27 percent of people who report having possessions taken and 

never returned.26 This includes clothing, cell phones (19 percent), money (16 percent) 

and of most concern, identifying documents that are extremely difficult to replace. 27 

Once deported to Mexico without identification, migrants report frequent harassment by 

authorities accusing them of being Central Americans. They also cannot get jobs, nor can 

they receive a money transfer to buy bus tickets back to their homes in Mexico. Our data 

has also pinpointed a structural problem in the handling of migrants’ possessions. 

Because different institutions have distinct protocols for handling possessions, people 

who are transferred between the USBP, the U.S. Marshalls, or the Department of 

Corrections (DOC), are more likely to report lost or stolen possessions. Namely, when 

people are detained for one week or longer, or sent to Operation Streamline, the amount 

reporting a loss doubles (Martínez, Slack et al. 2013). 

 

                                                
26 We excluded people that only reported losing water and food with U.S. authorities, as this is an 
official policy. However, there is a qualitative difference between agents that allow people to eat 
or drink remaining supplies and those that make them throw it away in the desert.  
27 See Wassouf v. U.S. Dept. of Homeland Sec. WL 3654393 (D. Mass. 2011) Finding no right to 
retain one’s passport when incarcerated, when in removal proceedings and in general as a 
deportable alien. 

Table&4.&&Mistreatment&While&in&U.S.&Custody
Variable Percent
Reported(physical)abuse(by(US(authorities 12%
Reported(verbal)abuse(by(US(authorities 20%
DID(NOT(receive(sufficient(food(while(in(US(custody 41%
Had(possessions(taken(and(not(returned(by(US(authorities1 27%
Were(carrying(identifying(Mexican(documents(and(had(at(least(one(
document(taken(and(not(returned 19%
1.)(Excludes(mentions(of(food(or(water.

Source:)Migrant)Border)Crossing)Study,)Wave)II)(N)=)1,110),)weighted(data
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A general lack of oversight and transparency has led to numerous complaints against 

USBP, with no available criteria for understanding how and when agents are allowed to 

use force. Furthermore, the 43 documented cases of lethal force by USBP, 15 of which 

were U.S. Citizens since 2005 (Nevins 2014), as well as other cases of severe beatings 

have enraged border communities and devastated families. In none of these cases are any 

agents known to have faced any consequences (Ortega and O'Dell 2013). The shooting of 

16 year old Jose Antonio Elena Rodriguez on October 10, 2012 in Nogales, Sonora 

sparked intense outrage on both sides of the border. Autopsy reports show that he was 

shot between eight and eleven times in the back, while he was lying on the ground. 

Officials reported that there was suspected drug trafficking in the area and later, that 

rocks were thrown, a frequent justification for use of lethal force. Surveillance video of 

the incident has not been released (Woodhouse 2013). Requests for official policies on 

use of force have not produced clear guidelines on use of force have only recently 

received attention and there has never been a criminal conviction for lethal force by 

USBP.  

 

Due to the hazards of the desert, migrants frequently need medical attention after 

apprehension (Nevins and Aizeki 2008). Nineteen percent of our respondents reported 

needing medical attention at the time of arrest but 38 percent of those that requested 

medical attention did not receive it. Authorities concerned with the costs of this care 

frequently neglect requests for medical services, opting instead to speed up the 

deportation process in order to avoid paying for these services. During our research we 

constantly saw people in desperate need of medical attention, including one man with his 
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collar bone protruding from his skin, and another deportee whose back was broken during 

apprehension and had only recovered from surgery a matter of hours before being 

deported.  

CBP: A rogue agency?  
 

Recent efforts to revise and evaluate the use of force by CBP have led to significant 

advances in the months leading up to publication. However, this effort has been highly 

illustrative of the current problem, especially the frustrating lack of transparency, which 

has angered journalists and researchers alike, due to frequent refusals to release 

documents, explain procedures and even the most innocuous data. Due to a congressional 

order prompted by the high profile death of Anastasio Hernandez, a migrant who was 

filmed being beaten and tazed to death, mandated CBP review their use of force 

protocols. The Police Executive Research Forum (PERF) conducted an external review of 

CBP but the final report was originally released in redacted form, with officials from 

CBP accepting only the most limited suggestions and subsequently redacting the most 

damning criticisms. However, a non-redacted version was leaked several months later, 

which was highly critical of current procedures, namely shooting at rock throwers, and 

people driving cars, rather than first attempting to step out of harm’s way. The suggestion 

that agents not step in front of vehicles to shoot at the driver were summarily rejected 

stating that drug trafficking organization would now try to run them over if they knew 

that U.S authorities could not fire (Bennet 2014). 
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Other documents have shown that there is a pervasive problem of alcohol abuse among 

agents which was leading to an average of two alcohol related arrests per week within 

CBP (Blacher 2013). When the non-redacted version of the congressionally 

commissioned PERF report was finally leaked (Bennett 2014), a revised statement was 

issued by Border Patrol Chief Mike Fisher acquiescing to a reassessment of their use of 

force doctrine (Bennet 2014). Moreover, the much sought after use of force manual was 

quietly leaked by the Center for Investigative Reporting (CIR), and to the surprise of 

much of the activist community, contained no mention of rock throwers (Becker and 

Schulz 2014). The only truly remarkable thing about the use of force manual is the fact 

that CBP refused to release this extremely mundane and benign document that never goes 

into detail concerning issues such as the tacit permission to shoot people that are fleeing 

agents or throwing rocks. The Use of Force Manual has since been updated but it is too 

early to tell how this will affect on the ground practices.   

 

Changes need to be made to expose the inner workings of CBP to public scrutiny. The 

staggering evidence of abuses and irregularities mandates a drastic change. In March, 

2014 a Border Patrol agent brutally assaulted and raped one Honduran woman, age 32, 

and two Honduran children, age 14. He left the woman and one young girl for dead after 

slashing their wrists and choking them. He then kidnapped the other young girl. She was 

found in his house after he committed suicide (Wilkins 2014). While this is an extreme 

event, the often criticized hiring boom post 2004 has led to questionable personnel 

background checks. With mandatory polygraphs for new agents only being fully 

implemented in 2012, 60% of potential 15,000 agents failed to pass this final stage, often 
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revealing sordid criminal histories (Becker 2013). Moreover, these test raise alarms about 

the thousands of people hired without the use of polygraph tests.   

 

This is of additional concern because USBP agents serve not only as arresting officers, 

but also decide who is sent to court proceedings such as streamline, where they are 

returned and even if they are allowed to stay with family members travelling together.28 

All mandates, including DACA, have relied on the discretion of individual agents, giving 

them far too much power over the fates of the individuals they apprehend. However, with 

so much power concentrated at the individual level, without a clear understanding of 

training, best practices and almost no recourse against abuses (Martinez, Cantor, and 

Ewing 2014), this should be a cause for concern for everyone and not just those without 

legal status in the United States. 

 

It is important to note however, that not everyone reports negative experiences with 

USBP (see table 5).  Many of those who get lost in the desert, for example, express 

gratitude at being saved by USBP. Hopefully in the future everyone will be able to claim 

all agents treated him or her with respect, but we are aware that there is a vast range in 

people’s experiences with Border Patrol. Moreover, we see the issues discussed above as 

an institutional problem that needs to be addressed on a large scale, through revised 

practices and training, rather than a case-by-case basis.  

 

                                                
28 While there are no clear published guidelines about how people are selected for programs such 
as Operation Streamline and ATEP, through interviews and other interactions it is implied that it 
is up to the individual agent’s discretion. 
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Conclusions: What is security? 
 

Increased border enforcement has dominated recent discussions about immigration 

reform. The idea that reform can only happen once the border is secure, raises troubling 

issues, not least of which is a lack of understanding of what a secure border means. While 

developing security metrics is a start, whatever is decided will only encompass a small 

portion of what security might mean for different groups. Is a secure border one where 

nothing and no one that is unauthorized can pass through it, or is it one in which quality 

of life and a just system is insured for people that live in its shadow (Heyman 2013)?  

 

An impermeable border is impossible if the United States and Mexico expect to maintain 

or expand trade and economic development. There are other options, such as promoting 

economic development in Mexico and Central America that provide people with the 

option not to migrate, commonly referred to as, “el derecho de no migrar.” Rather than 

assert that more border enforcement is necessary to proceed with immigration reform, we 

would like to revisit what border enforcement aims to accomplish.  

 

Table&5.&&Treatment&While&in&US&Custody
Percent

!!!!!!!!!!EVERYONE!treated!me!with!respect 28%
&&&&&&&&&&THE!MAJORITY!treated!me!with!respect 30%
!!!!!!!!!ABOUT!HALF!treated!me!with!respect 28%
!!!!!!!!!The!majority!DID!NOT!treat!me!with!respect 9%
!!!!!!!!!!NO!ONE!treated!me!with!respect 5%
Source:(Migrant(Border(Crossing(Study,(Wave(II((N(=(1,110),(weighted!data

"In&general,&how&were&you&treated&by&US&immigration&officials&during&
your&most&recent&encounter&with&them?"
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While the official mission of Customs and Border Protection (CBP) is to prevent 

terrorism,29 this is hardly its day-to-day task. The moment the Immigration and 

Naturalization Services (INS) was replaced by the Department of Homeland Security as 

the umbrella organization for the USBP, they became part of a security oriented 

organization rather than an organization that provides a service. Moreover, the rise of the 

Consequence Deliver System outlined in this article shows that enforcement has more to 

do with establishing punishments, both through the law and outside of it, in the form of 

routine abuses. By equating migration with a terrorist threat, the logic that this is a group 

of people that needs to be punished and has no rights to fair treatment becomes self- 

perpetuating. The reality of the situation is that more and more of the people getting 

expelled from the United States have very strong ties to US Citizen family members. A 

deportation should not be seen as an event affecting only one person, but all of their 

family members desperate to bring them home. We need to reexamine what this approach 

to managing the border means for our goals in regard to security and immigration and for 

border communities that live with the consequences of national strategies.30 

 

The Migrant Border Crossing Study (MBCS) sheds light on what is actually happening in 

the name of security along the border. Does Operation Streamline or ATEP increase 

security? Does family separation and migrant detention increase security? To conflate all 

immigration enforcement with security distorts the true nature of these programs. Any 

                                                
29 “We protect the American public against terrorists and the implements of terror.” There is no 
mention of unauthorized migrants. http://www.cbp.gov/xp/cgov/about/mission/guardians.xml 
30 Heyman, Josiah. 2012. Guns, Drugs and Money: Tackling the Real Threats at the Border. 
Immigration Policy Institute.  http://www.immigrationpolicy.org/perspectives/guns-drugs-and-
money-tackling-real-threats-border-security  
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discussion of reforms needs to address the explicit and implicit goals of specific 

enforcement programs, as well as the unintended consequences that we have discussed 

throughout this report. Some prominent scholars have recently declared an end to mass 

labor migration from Mexico to the United States due to the economic downturn in the 

United States and economic improvements, declining fertility rates, and an aging 

population in Mexico, as well as the impact of anti-immigrant policies (Durand 2013, 

Massey and Gentsch 2014). While the United States may not likely experience the same 

levels of mass migration from Mexico as it did in the early-to-mid 2000s, we are also not 

entirely convinced this is a permanent decline in undocumented Mexican migration due 

to the tenuous and often volatile nature of macroeconomic processes and the difficulty of 

reintegrating entire families into Mexico. However, we do acknowledge that the shift 

toward that family-oriented migration is becoming a more significant portion of the 

undocumented stream.  We also contend that what our nation is currently experiencing is 

a new era mass immigration stemming directly from the rise of a deportation regime that 

has led to high rates of family separation.    

 

This is an important point on which to distance academic, policy, and political discourse 

away from neoclassical, rational actor models that were instrumental in developing the 

policies of deterrence that have failed so many and cost so much. It is hard to deny that 

family-based migrants behave in drastically different ways than economic migrants, and 

the idea that the cost of migration can be too great, the danger too perilous, and the 

punishments too harsh to keep people from reuniting with their loved ones needs to be 

rejected. Our research shows that people who consider the United States their home are 
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willing to endure the hardships at the border, discrimination in the United States, and the 

harsh penalties of an increasingly criminalized immigration system (Martinez and Slack 

2013). The impacts of the current approach to immigration enforcement will be felt for 

generations and it will not deter the people that will be most hurt, including migrants’ 

family members who are citizens of the United States. We are currently at a juncture 

where we can change course and reconceive of a humane immigration system and 

inclusive security that addresses our needs as one society connected by family, 

economics and the desire to make a life for ourselves and our loved ones.  
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Introduction 
The Arizona–Sonora section of the U.S.–Mexican border continues to be the most active 

sector for unauthorized border crossings and marijuana seizuresi. These two activities 

have historically coexisted peacefully without much overlap. The economic interests 

involved in human smuggling and drug trafficking were quite distinct for a long time, 

both maintaining separate trails through the desert as well as the different needs for 

smuggling human beings that need to eat, sleep and breath as opposed to a commodity 

such as a package of drugs (Spener 2009). However, during the Calderón administration 

(2006–2012) an unspoken tacit agreement between law enforcement officials and drug 

cartels was broken along the U.S.–Mexican border. As a result, drug-related violence 

skyrocketed in almost every major border city. A crackdown by Mexican officials with 

support from the United States in the form of funding, intelligence, and equipment 

created a chaotic scenario as different groups vied for power and control of the profitable 

drug routes that supply the unquenchable demand for narcotics north of the border. This 

violent competition, which often reduced profits from drugs, created the need for more 

income streams such as extortion, kidnapping, and migration (Burton and Meiners 2008, 

Gibler 2011) and also led to accusations that the Mexican government actively supported 

some cartels over others (Osorno 2010; Gibler 2011). Even so, the debate surrounding the 

connection between drugs and migration has failed to produce any major insights because 

the question itself has numerous pitfalls, such as the differing definitions of involvement. 

Are we talking about motive? Are we talking about willing versus coerced cooperation? 

Or are we talking simply about some monolithic entity called a drug and migration 

cartel? In order to avoid this trap, we analyze the contact between people engaged in 

clandestine border crossing with drug trafficking and organized crime as a way to better 
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understand the impact of recent violence in Mexico’s and the United States’ simultaneous 

wars on drugs and migration. We must address all these questions in order to discern the 

connections between drugs and migration. 

This chapter focuses on the new impacts of transnational criminal organizations 

(TCOs) that formerly limited their activities to drugs, but now focus on undocumented 

immigration from and through Mexico to the United States. Our work with people who 

have recently crossed through the Sonoran desert and have been apprehended by the 

Border Patrol and returned to Mexico,ii produced surprising stories that show the impact 

of drugs on migration histories. These stories include instances of migrants being used as 

unwitting bait for the authorities in order for drug shipments to evade detection, 

kidnapping in drop houses used for the transport of drugs, and even personal experiences 

of smuggling drugs through the desert after unsuccessful migration attempts. 

The debate over the connection between drugs and migration reached a new 

height on June 25, 2010, when Arizona governor Jan Brewer made the accusation that the 

majority of migrants are involved with drug trafficking.iii While the vast majority of 

undocumented border crossers are not trafficking drugs, it is important to address why 

and how drugs and migration overlap, as well as the impacts of one phenomenon over the 

other. The new characteristics of clandestine border crossing put undocumented migrants 

in the middle of the larger geopolitical landscape of the wars on drugs, terrorism, and 

immigration along the border (Payan 2006). 

As they navigate their journey northward, economic migrants, defined as those 

who choose to move in search of a better economic life for themselves and their families, 

increasingly contend with increased violence and exposure to criminal actors, actively 
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attempting not only to exploit their money but their labor as well. They must be wary of 

kidnappings and extortion, cartels searching to pressure desperate individuals into their 

employ, and diverse threats from freelance thugs often masquerading as guides and 

unaffiliated coyotesiv who are punished (along with those around them) for attempting to 

circumvent the monopolized control of the border. 

Tony Payan documents how U.S. border enforcement has conflated the “three 

border wars” against drugs, immigration, and terrorism (2006). He outlines how border 

enforcement has come to deal with these three different phenomena with the same tactics. 

What is not discussed is the reaction of the clandestine border industry (human 

smuggling and drug trafficking, among other things) to this one-shot enforcement 

strategy. We argue that taking an all-inclusive approach to border enforcement has 

caused immigration and drugs to overlap both geographically and substantively, creating 

significant hazards for undocumented migrants. 

This transformation raises questions about the nature of violence on the border. 

The spaces of clandestine activity (in the case of our research this is mainly the paths 

through the Arizona–Sonora desert) have created complicated networks of victims and 

victimizers that are constantly changing. In order to better understand this hidden 

geography of violence, we must look not only at the institutional level connections 

between drugs and migration (human smuggling mafias and drug cartels) but also 

examine individual participation in the drug trade. By highlighting the voices of the 

people who have recently experienced a clandestine border crossing, as well as those who 

have decided to take an active role in the drug trade, we hope to shed light not only on the 

plight of economic migrants caught in a dangerous situation but also on the individual 
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agency that is involved in the constrained set of choices available on the border. 

Understanding how people make decisions to negotiate the complexity of the 

international and increasingly violent border region is critical to our understanding of the 

forces that draw people into the tentacles of the drug trade. 

In this chapter we detail the different ways that drug trafficking and 

undocumented migration have become intertwined in response to border enforcement. By 

providing an overview of the development of immigration enforcement in the U.S. 

Southwest, we trace the changing routes and tactics for crossing the border into Arizona 

and how this has resulted in a newly profitable and important drug corridor. 

We proceed by outlining the different challenges facing people attempting to 

cross the international border. The flow of people across the border is both influencing 

and being influenced by the larger geopolitical reality of the bloody drug violence in the 

region, a violence for migrants that has many different forms and consequences. To 

disentangle the interactions and impacts we examine the different forms of violence that 

are woven into the crossing experience and the consequences of people simply trying to 

survive their journey to join family members or find work. 

Unpredictable Crossings 
Crossing the border without documents has been highly organized for many years  

(Samora 1971, Conover 1987), but the actual experience of anyone trying to cross is 

complicated and confusing (Spener 2009). The physical challenges of hunger, pain, and 

thirst haunt migrants crossing the Arizona desert. People are shuffled from one guide to 

another, sent with different coyotes, or polleros, sold by enganchadores (people trying to 

attract clients in public places), and often held in safe houses and extorted for more 
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money. When attempting to cross without the aid of a local guide, or when getting 

separated from a group, people often see more evidence of the connection between drugs 

and migration. The following story represents one example of this phenomenon. 

 

Ramón’s Story 
After an attempt to cross through Altar/Sásabe had failed miserably, Ramón and his 

companions decided to head back and regroup. They had just been robbed at gunpoint, 

forced to strip down to their underwear, and relieved of all their food, money, and 

supplies by a group of bajadores (robbers). With no food or water left, they turned 

around and headed toward Mexico, but after another night in the desert with no food or 

water, they ran into a group of narcos (drug traffickers). They were carrying AR-15s, 

which they pointed at Ramón and his group, instructing them that they had to keep 

walking into the United States or die. Ramón said that they were using the migrants as a 

shield, so that the burreros (drug smugglers on foot) could cross their marijuana. “¡Si 

regresas, te mato!” (If you go back, I’ll kill you), said one narco. They were forced to 

walk for another two nights. They had no food or water, and the only thing they found to 

drink was a puddle of green liquid that made them vomit. They found a backpack with 

some food in it, but they didn’t know how long it had been there or if it was any good 

anymore. They were forced to walk from 6 a.m. until 8 p.m. without stopping. Finally, 

they saw the Migra (Border Patrol) and were able to turn themselves in. There were 

originally twenty people in the group but only eleven remained by the time they turned 

themselves in. Ramón said that this was the first time anything like this had happened to 

him, and he had been coming since 1993; he had crossed successfully eleven times before 

(personal communication, February 4, 2010). 
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This story represents the type of breakdown in the informal system that illustrates 

the unpredictable and quickly changing world that migrants have to negotiate at the 

border. While people share personal histories, rumors and accounts of previous 

experiences, there are no sure paths across the desert to security and employment. The 

fluid nature of border crossing and the emergence of people working for the drug cartels 

have qualitatively changed the crossing experience. The social networks that inform 

people of the dangers are often fractured by the experiences such as incarceration in 

prisons, many of which do not allow calls to Mexico, as well as the general distance and 

lack of communication with friends and family at home. This limits knowledge of what 

to expect, especially for people who get information from relatives who have not crossed 

in recent years. 

Our research is focused on people’s experiences crossing the Arizona–Sonora 

border, which has different topography, history, and binational social networks than other 

sectors of the U.S.–Mexican border region. In order to better understand the development 

of a crossing experience where drugs now play a significant role, we must first look at the 

history of clandestine migration from Mexico to the United States and how Arizona–

Sonora has become the principal geographic setting. 

 

Undocumented Migration: Security Policy, Guides, Drugs, and the 
Arizona Legislature 
Since the 1990s the United States has enacted several policies (i.e., Operation 

Gatekeeper, Operation Hold-the-Line, Operation Safeguard, Operation Rio Grand, the 

Arizona Border Control Initiative, and the 1996 Illegal Immigration Reform and 

Immigrant Responsibility Act) to enforce the border in urban zones and move the flow of 
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people into the most dangerous and inhospitable areas of the U.S. Southwest, in an 

attempt to deter potential migrants (Nevins 2002; Andreas 2000). This resulted in 

thousands of deaths in the Sonoran desert, and the hope that it would deter people has 

proven false as the flow of unauthorized entrants continued unabated until the recession 

of the late 2000s (Comisión Nacional de los Derechos Humanos 2007; Rubio-Goldsmith, 

McCormick, Martinez, and Duarte 2006). And even if Mexican migration has collapsed, 

Central American migration through Mexico and through the U.S.–Mexican border 

continues to escalate. 

Data showed that July 2010, was the second deadliest month on record for 

migrant deaths in the desert. The yearly total for 2010 eventually rose to 252, the highest 

total of known migrant deaths in Pima County. Between 2001 and 2010, 1,650 migrant 

bodies have been discovered in this area. According to the Pima County Medical 

Examiner most died from hyperthermia or heat exposure (Martínez, Reineke et al. 2014). 

While the number of human remains found in 2011 dropped from 252 to 183, considering 

a sizeable drop in the number of Border Patrol apprehensions, the Coalición de Derechos 

Humanos (Human Rights Coalition) estimated that the death rate actually doubled in 

2009 (Martínez, Reineke et al. 2014). Although the Mexican government has a campaign 

to inform migrants about the dangers of crossing, many have no other option than to cross 

in the most remote areas, as soon as possible, regardless of the summer heat.  

The rise in deaths is a result of the longer walks and harsher conditions associated 

with the post gatekeeper era (Nevins and Aizeki 2008). Wayne Cornelius (2001) 

analyzed migrant deaths before and after Operation Gatekeeper by looking at both the 

number of reported deaths and the causes of death. The number of reported deaths in 
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1995 and 1996 was 61 and 59, respectively, with the vast majority resulting from car 

accidents rather than exposure to extreme heat, or hyperthermia (Cornelius 2005; Nevins 

and Aizeki 2008). Interestingly, there is still reason to believe that car crashes are 

overrepresented as a cause of death among migrants, because one can assume that almost 

all victims are reported, whereas deaths in the desert are harder to find. In fact, many 

bodies are never found. From 2000 to 2004, the average rose to 410 reported deaths per 

year (Cornelius 2005, 783). The cause of death shifted as well, with the majority of 

people now dying from hyperthermia rather than drowning or car accidents (Cornelius 

2001, 2005; Nevins and Aizeki 2008; Hagan 2008). FY 2005 was the most deadly thus 

far, with 516 reported deaths border-wide.v 

These deaths were the direct result of the plan outlined in the “Border Patrol 

Strategic Document: 1994 and Beyond,” which was the first step in adopting a national 

security and immigration policy that would attempt to stop immigration by “prevention 

from deterrence” (United States Border Patrol 1994, 6). The strategy also outlines how 

controlling the main corridors for unauthorized entry will create alternative routes, 

shifting the flow of migrants to other areas that may become “hot spots” (7). This is 

exactly what happened in Arizona. Explicitly stated in the document is, “Violence will 

increase as effects of the strategy are felt” (4). The measures of success indicate a desire 

for a decrease in the rate of deaths or injury and criminal activity, but as of yet this has 

not been realized. This documented the intentional strategy to knowingly increase 

violence along the U.S. southern border. Doris Meissner, the former commissioner for the 

Immigration and Naturalization Service, signed the last page of the document on August 

8, 1994. 
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With the adoption of this plan, and the so-called post–gatekeeper era came a much 

more difficult, costly, and dangerous process of entering the United States. However, the 

clandestine flow of people north has largely continued unabated. The militarization of the 

border has succeeded in creating a more sophisticated and profitable human smuggling 

industry. Prior to these significant changes in policy, the process of crossing into the 

United States without documents was marked by harsh conditions but did not entail the 

same level of danger or risk of death, nor did it necessitate the same level of reliance on 

coyotes or guides (Samora 1971; Conover 1987). Massey, Durand, and Malone (2002) 

suggest that the people-smuggling trade arose following the termination of the bracero 

program, with the percentage of migrants using a coyote increasing from 40 percent to 

above 70 percent between 1965 and 1975. Between 1990 and 1998 the average price for 

“smuggling services” in the Tijuana area grew from $215 to $359, while outside of the 

Tijuana area the average cost rose from $150 to approximately $550, an increase of 250 

percent (Massey, Durand, and Malone 2002). Compare this to the average price of over 

$1,600 today (Slack, Martinez et al. 2013) and it is clear that there have been drastic 

changes in the level of profitability and organization of clandestine border crossings. 

Moreover, scholars such as Gustavo López Castro (1998) have asserted that there was no 

connection between drug trafficking and human smuggling. More recently Simon Izcara 

Palacios has reaffirmed this, but his interviews with coyotes are replete with references to 

gangs, and cartels, including threats, protection payments, and recruitment (Izcara 

Palacios 2012, Palacios 2012). While we cannot state, nor do we care to research what 

and how organizational connections work, we have numerous found firsthand evidence 

that migrants are frequently being used as a distraction for authorities, resulting in greater 
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success rates smuggling the more valuable cargo, suggesting that regardless of how 

people cooperate, drug trafficking has an impact on migrants’ lives.  

David Spener’s seminal book on coyotes meticulously outlines the different types 

of coyotaje, the different methods used to cross the border, but his focus is largely on 

South Texas and particularly how movement within the United States is facilitated by 

loose networks of freelance helpers (Spener 2009, 121–61). An FBI agent interviewed by 

Spener dubiously asserts that in the United States networks of guides are loose and 

nonhierarchical, but “across the border there definitely are kingpins that coordinate 

movement” (147). Spener’s section on narco-coyotaje also poses some interesting 

contradictions to our experiences in Sonora–Arizona. In accordance with other scholars, 

he suggests that involvement with drugs is an aberrant form of coyotaje, and not 

commonplace (Castro 1998, Izcara Palacios 2012, Sanchez 2014). Spener concedes that 

in 2007 the Gulf Cartel was meddling in Texas human smuggling but suggests that this 

was likely more of protection fee, making sure coyotes pay in order to operate rather than 

direct control (Spener 2009, 159–60). Our contrasting data most likely stem from the 

difference in his geographical focus and the dramatic shifts as a result of the drug war in 

recent years. This topic appears more frequently in our interviews during the end of 2009 

and 2010. 

However, there is an important distinction regarding the question being asked. 

The way in which researchers have defined the overlap between drugs and migration has 

contributed to the finding that these are separate enterprises. The burden of proof 

becomes quite high when people are looking for evidence of a master manipulator or a 

coherent group of people making backroom plots to control both migration and drug 
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trafficking. Howard Campbell (2009) has noted that the definition of a cartel is itself 

highly problematic, not only in the traditional monopolistic definition but also in the 

sense that it is a coherent group that always works together and to the same end. They are 

far looser organizations, with complicated and shifting practices and alliances. Some 

could point to coyotes who have participated in drug trafficking as well as human 

smuggling, which has been noted by some scholars, although rejected as evidence of 

overlap (Izcara 2012). 

For example, in one interview, a nineteen-year-old migrant named Gerardo stated 

that he met another man in Mazatlán, Sinaloa, who was going north “a la burreada” (to 

take drugs on foot), but upon the conversations with Gerardo and two other friends he 

agreed to act as a simple guide and cross to work (personal communication, October 28, 

2011). These identities and occupations are highly fluid, and trying to pigeonhole any 

actor as a coyote (human smuggler), guide, enganchador (recruiter or undocumented 

migrant “seller”), burrero (drug smuggler on foot), bajador (robber), sicario (paid 

assassin), or ratero (petty thief) is both temporally and spatially contingent upon the 

current options available to them. One thing is certain: the variety of options and the 

severity of the consequences have risen dramatically in recent years. While stories like 

this do not indicate a formalized relationship, they certainly do not denote two separate 

spheres, especially in a climate where killings based on even the slightest allegiance has 

become the norm. 

The debate about what connotes involvement is never ending and nebulous. We 

would like to take a different approach to drugs and migration by examining the 

commonplace and often strikingly violent interactions people have with drugs while 
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trying to cross into the United States. We feel that this change allows for a more fruitful 

discussion of not only the changing dynamics of undocumented migration but also a 

more nuanced understanding of the ways the so-called drug war is impacting different 

spheres of social life on the border and in Mexico. 

This is not to say that people don’t frequently claim all-out collusion and overlap 

between drugs and migration. During several interviews with municipal police officers in 

Nogales, Sonora, they wholeheartedly agreed that there had been some sort of 

consolidation. Migrants also frequently began to complain about the mixed agendas of 

their coyotes. One woman described her recent experience crossing where she suspected 

that the guides were really only concerned with trafficking drugs. “They were a group of 

forty-four in all. Suddenly the guides shouted that the perrera, a Border Patrol truck 

named after its resemblance to a dogcatcher, was coming. Everyone bolted and the guides 

disappeared, but there was actually no border patrol in sight. She asked, ‘Why would they 

just leave us there if they didn’t have something else more valuable?’” (personal 

communication, March 2, 2010). 

Perhaps this experience is more in line with Spener’s false coyotaje, whereupon 

individuals never intend to actually smuggle migrants into the United States, another 

aberrant form (Spener 2009, 155). However, our data suggest that these experiences may 

be much more common in the Arizona–Sonora area than the Texas border. More research 

is needed in other areas along the border to determine both the differences in the 

experience of being smuggled into the United States as well as how the processes of 

clandestine migration function border-wide. 

A complicated interplay exists between enforcement and the efforts to circumvent 



 96 

these measures (Andreas 2000). As enforcement shifts and changes, so too do the ways 

people try to counteract the new measures aimed at stopping their activities. The only 

constant in this ever-changing dynamic is an increase in profitability as the enforcement 

increases. However, as drug smuggling and people smuggling have increased in 

profitability concurrently, they have also come into competition with each other in a 

number of ways. First and foremost, these large and increasingly organized cartels are 

forced to operate in the limited amount of space on the border. 

They share trails and pickup points along the highways and compete for the best 

routes. Second, the strategy of undocumented migration can help or hinder drug 

trafficking, and vice versa. Since it is much less costly (for the moment) for a group of 

migrants to get apprehended than for a shipment of drugs to get intercepted, there is 

greater incentive to prioritize the shipment of drugs. Conversely, the increased presence 

of migrants on these trails makes them more obvious to Border Patrol agents, and 

therefore they attract more surveillance. For instance, in the past, migrants were not 

walking high into the mountains, but this has changed in an attempt to avoid the 

increased Border Patrol presence. 

Payan (2006) notes that the vast majority of drugs are smuggled into the United 

States mixed in with cargo through legal ports of entry (POEs), and that smuggling 

through the desert is most likely unorganized individuals engaging in small-time drug 

trafficking. Spener (2009) also notes that the method for smuggling a commodity is much 

different for a human being, and that only a small amount of drugs actually comes into 

the United States on the backs of people. However, the fact that the United States Border 

Patrol seized 1.05 million pounds of drugs between the POEs (largely in Arizona), and 
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based on our firsthand accounts, suggests that this may have changed (Department of 

Homeland Security 2010; Esquivel 2010). 

The most common manifestation of this is coordinating groups of border crossers, 

by dividing them into groups of fifteen to twenty people, and sending them in staggered 

formation, one leaving thirty to sixty minutes before the next. This is usually done 

without the knowledge of the would-be migrants, and only when things fall apart, as with 

the case of Ramón, does the situation become clear. After five or six of these groups have 

been sent out, a group of ten individuals carrying backpacks filled with marijuana is sent 

behind them. Those with more valuable drug cargo are now able to keep tabs on the 

movement of the Border Patrol in response to the undocumented migrants and therefore 

increase their rate of success.vi 

Extremely large groups of people apprehended in the desert have become a 

common sign of this manipulation. On April 30, 2010, a group of 105 migrants was 

arrested outside the Baboquivari Mountains in southern Arizona (McCombs 2010). We 

have been told about groups of up to one hundred people crossing. Groups of this size are 

easily detected. The chances for a successful crossing are slim, however, a lot of attention 

is required from the authorities to apprehend, transport, and process all of these 

individuals. Since the one thing that clandestine organizations have on their U.S. 

adversaries is a nearly unlimited supply of people, it makes sense that organizing a group 

of this size is a way of limiting the capacity of the Border Patrol and increasing success 

rates for more valuable cargo. Because more and more people fear the consequences of 

not using an established guide, this strategy has become more effective. The use of a 

nonaffiliated guide sheds some light on this situation as well. 
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Juanito was originally from Guerrero but had lived in California for over ten 

years. He explained how he got his own group of people together to cross after being 

deported for a DUI (driving under the influence). He may or may not have been their 

guide, but he said that he knew the way well and had never been caught by the Migra, 

only by the police. During the trip he did not see any other migrants but two groups of 

twenty-five burreros, all with backpacks filled with marijuana, and some carrying guns. 

He complained that a vehicle picked them up earlier than the migrant pickup points, and 

consequently his group had to walk farther (personal communication, April 13, 2009). 

The fact that he saw more drug smugglers than migrants is indicative of not using 

an established guide. This is similar to Ramón’s story, whereupon leaving the group he 

was confronted with drug trafficking operating alongside clandestine migration. He might 

not have witnessed this phenomenon if he had crossed with a local guide.  

The flood of people through the desert, the economic recession in the United 

States, and the often sensationalized reporting of border crimes have led to a slew of anti-

immigrant legislation. These bills include successful propositions to ban undocumented 

migrants from using public services, no in-state tuition for residents without papers, 

English-only legislation, and proposed bills to remove citizenship for children born to 

undocumented migrants in the United States. However, all of these legal maneuvers pale 

in comparison to May 2010’s S.B. 1070 and Alabama’s HB 56. With this legislation 

comes the potential to incarcerate thousands of legal residents, as well as unauthorized 

residents. 

If similar bills spread to other states, it will pose a serious issue to an already 

marginalized and fearful group, which could in turn lead more people to participate in the 
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drug trade. One individual named Alberto, who had lived and worked in Tucson for 

fifteen years and had two U.S. citizen children, relayed his experience of being falsely 

accused of money laundering and deported to Mexico without a trial. His determination 

to see his family again ended with a six-month sentence in federal jail for reentry. He had 

no previous arrest records but was given a formal deportation through Operation 

Streamlinevii after a failed attempt to cross. Alberto stated his frustration over the long jail 

sentence, noting that many of the people arrested for trafficking drugs were released 

much sooner because evidence was “lost.” He asked, “It makes me want to just go with 

drugs next time. If they get five days when they have drugs and I get sixty days for 

nothing, why shouldn’t I?” (personal communication, December 9, 2009). 

This is only one example of how “tough” immigration policies could lead to more 

participation in the drug industry—and perhaps the fact that it can be more profitable is 

an added incentive as well. The symbolic act of incarcerating people because of 

immigration offenses—which until recently had been treated as civil administrative 

violations—has also had the effect of increasing contact between economic migrants and 

career criminals. This in turn also increases the likelihood that people who can be 

considered economic migrants will engage in the drug trade, as they are recruited by drug 

smugglers in the jails where they serve their sentences. Otherwise law-abiding 

individuals are now facing extreme hardships due to lack of funds, extended periods of 

incarceration, and separation from their families. The tempting offer of $1,300–$1,800viii 

for carrying a backpack through the desert, as opposed to paying $1,500–$3,000 for safe 

passage, becomes more plausible after multiple deportations and stays in jail. The next 

section here provides an individual account of the compounded effects of border 
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militarization and a high-profile drug war started by former president Calderón’s use of 

the military to interrupt drug trafficking in Mexico between 2006 and 2012, with a cost of 

over sixty thousand lives and perhaps even as many as one hundred thousand, as others 

contend. José tells us the story of how he became involved in the drug trade. 

 

José’s Story 
José is a short man with baggy clothes and a shaved head, who was originally from 

Veracruz but had been living in Ciudad Juárez, the epicenter of the drug violence in 

recent years. Despite having originally crossed as a migrant to work in Los Angeles ten 

years ago, he had crossed the border several times with backpacks filled with marijuana. 

His first trip was through Magdalena, Sonora, a town about forty miles south of the 

border. José and some friends drove a truck to a ranch outside of town. Due to the weight 

of the fifty pounds of marijuana and the supplies for the journey, they could only walk for 

short stretches. José explained that there were ten people carrying the drugs, as well as a 

guide and the “encargado,” or boss; both were armed. José informed me that the 

encargado knew top cartel members personally, and that only his word would save 

people if they lost a shipment of drugs. The encargado told them that it was the Migra 

(Border Patrol) or soldiers or bajadores who took the drugs to ensure that no one ran off 

with the drugs. They walked for three days and nights, hiding and sleeping during the day 

and walking at night. They diverged from the traditional migrant paths after the first day 

and went really high up in the “sierra” where the Migra rarely goes. Soon they arrived 

at a series of ranches where people helped them transport the drugs by signaling when 

the coast was clear and providing shelter. Upon arrival in Tucson, Arizona, they were 

driven to the Tufesa bus station and sent back to Mexico. He said that they were 
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supposed to pay him $1,300 there, but that they didn’t. José said he was going to go back 

to see them in Mexico and collect his money. He shrugged and said “No me pagaron. 

Esta vez, no me pagaron” (They didn’t pay me. This time, they didn’t pay me) (personal 

communication, September, 4, 2009). 

In all likelihood, José will be tasked with another journey through the desert in 

order to collect his pay. This starts a cycle that frequently ends in death or jail. People 

have been exposed to a form of violence and a criminal lifestyle as a direct result of the 

vulnerability and marginalization created by U.S. policies. We see this participation as an 

act of violence in and of itself, in that people are exposing themselves to a likely death or 

imprisonment as a response to their economic needs. Because there is individual agency 

involved in the decision to participate in the drug industry, it is important to acknowledge 

that this violence has a social and economic utility. In David Riches’s discussion of 

violence, he talks about the need for perpetrators to legitimize violence; the most 

acceptable way to do this is to establish it as a form of tactical “preemption” (1986, 5). In 

drug trafficking or engaging in human smuggling, migrants are preempting their 

vulnerable state after failing to enter the United States. 

The Organizations: Cartels and Coyotes 
When Miguel Ángel Félix Gallardo, Mexico’s ruling drug lord in the 1980s, ordered his 

successors to divide the border into different territories after his arrest in 1989, there was 

a tentative peace between the different cartels (Payan 2006, 865). This arrangement 

worked fairly smoothly until President Felipe Calderón made cracking down on the drug 

cartels one of his presidency’s primary goals after a hotly divisive election in 2006. This 

bloody war has stirred up old rivalries and favored some cartels over others, creating 
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opportunities for increased power and profit. 

Conflicts are major financial burdens for clandestine organizations. The loss of 

manpower through incarceration or death and the need to purchase weapons, transport, 

and orchestrate armed confrontations with both authorities and other cartels are extremely 

expensive. Maintaining economic solvency and cash flow is imperative for a cartel 

leader’s survival. This need is largely driven by the political economy of narco-

corruption (Andreas 1998). Andreas writes: 

“At its core drug corruption is a cost of doing business. While corruption in the 
form of bribes and payoffs has long been a part of the relationship between 
business and the state, it plays a more vital role in the case of drug smuggling 
because of the illicit nature of the activity.” (1998, 160.) 
 
The very act of bribery takes the place of taxation on drug smuggling industry; 

however, failure to pay this tax carries a more serious penalty than failing to pay the IRS 

or Hacienda (Gianluca and Florentini 1995, in Andreas 1998). The corruption tax also 

differs in that it is a bracket that not only mirrors the amount of enforcement levels, 

which are currently at their highest level, but it is also on a relative scale. The group that 

pays the most gets the most security, and those that pay the least are the most likely to 

have pictures of their bloody corpse on the cover of newspapers nationwide. The need to 

pay billions of dollars in bribes and kickbacks to officials is one of the principal 

motivators for the cartels to expand their economic-generating activities. 

In order to fulfill the need to replace workers in the era of high turnover due to 

worker mortality, the thousands who flock to the border every day provide excellent 

recruiting grounds. They are broken down, tired, destitute, and generally frustrated over 

their powerlessness. The desire to become a hammer rather than a nail can be easily 

exploited. The TCOs have placed significant resources and effort into seducing people to 
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join their organizations. The easiest targets are the people who have been deported, since 

their relative vulnerability and their need to recuperate lost resources lead them to take 

more chances. These organizations have also been changing and overlapping with drug 

smuggling over recent years. However, this involvement is not only with drug trafficking 

organizations but also with those involved in human smuggling as well. The way in 

which TCOs have been able to take advantage of the flow of undocumented migrants is 

yet another example of the flexibility and adaptability institutionalized by the cartels in 

response to U.S. and Mexican drug enforcement efforts (Payan 2006, 869). 

The many shifts in the treatment of immigration have been accompanied by 

changes in our treatment of drugs. From steady increases in prison sentences for drug 

offenses to increasingly costly approaches to combat international drug cartels (Plan 

Colombia, Plan Mérida, Afghanistan), the militarized escalation of the war on drugs has 

been particularly pronounced at the U.S.–Mexican border (Andreas 2000; Nevins and 

Aizeki 2008; Payan 2006). This crackdown has led to more violence in Mexico for 

control of the border and therefore more pressure to increase or maintain profits. In order 

to do this, many groups have expanded their activities to the realm of migration. 

However, it is important to note that the fight for the border works on many 

levels, and one of the most important is the geopolitical landscape of the cartels in 

Sonora. The conflict, largely between the Beltrán Leyva Cartel and El Chapo Guzmán’s 

Sinaloa Federation, has increased exponentially over the last four years, until calming 

down in 2011, when El Chapo claimed a total victory. 

Stories of rivalries, murders, tortures, and power have become the norm across the 

border. Different actors control different border regions, and the relationships between 
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them have become increasingly murky, fueled by rumor, speculation, and more than a 

few mistaken identities. One can hardly keep abreast of the soap opera of new alliances, 

betrayals, and newcomers in the world of the cartels. However, what is clear is that their 

economic activity is no longer limited solely to drugs but has expanded to other realms. 

One example is the prevalence of kidnappings. People frequently describe the so-

called safe houses where they are held for days with little food or water, being filled with 

guns, drugs, and money. One man told us his story of being held at a safe house in 

Phoenix after successfully entering the United States. 

Diego’s Story 
After walking for three days in the desert, Diego, age fifty-four, arrived in Phoenix to find 

that the price of his crossing had risen. The coyote wanted an extra 2,000 USD on top of 

the agreed-upon price. Some of the rooms were filled with people and the rest with drugs, 

weapons, and money. While he did not know how many people were there, he said that 

six Peruvians arrived in one group. Of the ten to twelve people in his room, two were 

women, and the guards raped them. Diego told me that you could hear crying constantly 

in the safe house. Luckily, Immigrations and Customs Enforcement broke in and busted 

up the safe house. Diego was only there for twelve hours (personal communication, 

September 24, 2009). 

For migrants, the prevalence of kidnappings associated with unscrupulous human 

smugglers has devastating consequences. It is difficult to tell if kidnappings are the norm 

or if they are extreme events. However, kidnappings associated with safe houses that 

contain drugs often curtail more pronounced acts of violence, as in the case of the women 

being raped. Further, we have also documented instances where the captors attempt to 

negotiate deals that involve working as sicarios, or assassins, in order to obtain freedom. 
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One article in the Washington Post was an interview with a man who was working as a 

guard for a safe house in order to pay off a debt (White and Salas 2009). 

The expansion of activities related to drugs and other criminal organizations leads 

us to question how people negotiate, rationalize, or are trapped by the violent world of 

drug trafficking. While our research suggests that it is rare to coerce migrants to traffic 

drugs, trickery and compulsion are more common; the only constant is that people must 

have lived, worked, or made friends with someone involved with drugs who trusts them 

with the valuable cargo and physically demanding trek through the desert. 

Conclusions 
Addressing the connections between different criminal organizations always involves 

some level of conjecture. For instance, it is difficult to discern the frequency of events, 

what comprises normal, and what is being done on purpose versus what is an accidental 

consequence of operation. Is it really the case that migrants are being used as covers to 

smuggle drugs?  If so, why? Are coyotes working for drug cartels? Are they simply 

following the law of the land, or is it a coincidence? While our data suggest that this is a 

well-thought-out plan, we cannot rule out the possibility that a limited number of 

enterprising coyotes are acting independently to smuggle drugs. That is why we want to 

problematize the question most frequently posed by researchers: Are coyotes and drug 

cartels the same? We propose another question: How does the trafficking of drugs, as 

well as the violence being generated by it, impact the lives of people who are close to it? 

What we can do is use the voices of the migrants—their stories and fears and hopes—to 

explain what has been happening and how the force of the U.S. labor market and the $65 

billion market for illegal drugs in the United States are destroying people’s lives. There is 



 106 

a move to legalize marijuana in several states. This would have an enormous impact on 

reducing the exposure of economic migrants to armed drug traffickers. Although cartels 

smuggle other drugs as well as marijuana, such as methamphetamine, in Sonora, and 

especially through the desert, marijuana is the most common (CBP 2014). Even more 

effective would be any type of comprehensive migration reform that would allow people 

a legal means of coming and going between their home countries and the United States. 

Not only would there be a better record of who enters the country, but it would also allow 

border security to focus solely on drugs, and security. The thousands of people crossing 

through the desert each day create a needless distraction, and only by providing legal 

entry will we be able to obtain border security. 

Despite all of the unconscionable half-truths and blatant lies about the border, one 

of the most offensive things being proposed is the now-ubiquitous slogan, “Secure the 

border then do immigration reform.” This has no chance of working. Pouring billions into 

the Border Patrol and the Department of Homeland Security will only provide more 

profit incentives to continue to find a way around security measures. The border is too 

large, too porous, and too costly to seal completely, not to mention that the incentives for 

corruption increase exponentially with newer measures. There will never be a 100 

percent secure border as long as Mexico and the United States maintain the economic, 

familial, and spatial ties that have shaped the region. Not only has it become almost a rite 

of passage for many rural Mexican youths to come to the United States to work, but also 

this long history has cemented family ties in the United States. Many have almost 

completely lost ties to Mexico and will continue to return to the United States no matter 

what the consequences. 
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Moreover, the vast profits associated with border crossing make it impossible to 

seal. Corruption is common among border officials, and as enforcement increases, so 

does the price of the criminalized commodity, whether people or drugs. This leads to an 

increase in the size of bribes. The corruptibility of humanity, as well as the lack of 

transparency of the Department of Homeland Security, makes it hard for researchers to 

determine how this will play out over the long term. 

It is imperative for the United States as a nation to address the results of its 

consumption of cheap labor and strong drugs. Approaches such as Plan Mérida, which 

gives billions in military aid to Mexico, only feed the fires and create an entrenched, 

constant battle that is costing thousands of civilian lives and is not only unwinnable 

without profound changes in the demand for drugs in the United States, but serves to 

keep government contracts rolling in and defense budgets growing. We must first 

separate the objectives and then address each separately, or there is no hope of stemming 

the ever-expanding death toll of our paradoxical border. 
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Introduction1 
 

“I woke up on the floor in my own blood and excrement. I don’t know how long I was 

out but I couldn’t handle the electric shocks. No sé porque no aguante.” said Juanito in a 

low voice, fighting back tears. “My right arm was dislocated and my wrists were bloody 

from the handcuffs they were hanging me by. My eye was swollen shut and my lip was 

split open. I was missing four fingernails and six toenails and my testicles were swollen 

and burned from where they put the cables.” “They pulled out your fingernails after you 

passed out?” I asked. “I don’t know,” he said, showing me his shiny, freshly re-grown 

nails, “I think they exploded when they shocked me.”  

 Juanito, 21, originally from Chihuahua, recounted in gruesome detail the 

psychological, physical and sexual abuse enacted by the Zetas in San Fernando, 

Tamaulipas1. The most brutal torture occurred daily within the first month as they 

collected information on his family and demanded $5,000 ransom, which was paid 

immediately. After the first month, he was put to work processing marijuana bound for 

the U.S. This continued for five months until they sent him with a group carrying 

backpacks of marijuana and luckily, he was arrested. 

This article relies on data taken from interviews and surveys about deportees’ 

experiences being kidnapped or held against their will. Migrant kidnapping has increased 

in quantity and brutality during recent years, leaving policy makers, activists and 

academics struggling to answer why. This article examines the role of place and space in 

this state of affairs, namely why are people in motion, “bodies out of place” the prime 

target. Those engaged in clandestine border crossing have become the perfect victims, not 

because of their wealth but because of their relationship to the border. Juanito explained 



 111 

that focusing on bodies in movement is a way to avoid the backlash from locals that 

might stand up and fight if their loved ones and relatives were taken.   

By exploring the border as topological, we can create a clearer picture of why 

certain people can be kidnapped because they are either undocumented Central 

Americans headed through Mexico, or deportees dropped off on the streets of an 

unfamiliar border city. The movement through this contested space opens up a specific 

type of subjectivity whereupon they can be taken, held, tortured and exploited in a variety 

of ways without repercussions. This leads us to questions about what is the utility of 

kidnapping relatively impovershed people. Is it just about ransom or are their other 

motives and utilities to taking possession of people’s bodies? 

Background: Hidden Secrets of Deportation 
Juanito was kidnapped along with 80 other people in Chihuahua, Chihuahua after having 

been deported earlier from the United States to Piedras Negras, Coahuila, Mexico. The 

kidnappers identified themselves as Grupos Beta agents, a government organization 

created to help migrants that has fallen under intense scrutiny because of alleged 

connections to organized crime.  

The international community was shocked and outraged by the August 2010 

massacre of 72 would-be migrants in San Fernando, Tamaulipas. Photographs of their 

bodies adorned the cover of international newspapers, drastically changing the imaginary 

of Central American migration and the war on drugs in Mexico. Reports by Mexico’s 

Comisión Nacional de los Derechos Humanos (CNDH) estimated about 10,000 

kidnappings occurred during two six-month periods in 2009 and 20101 (CNDH 2009, 

2011). By Juanito’s own estimate, more than 700 people were being held on that one 
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ranch at a given time and  more than 200 people were executed during the five months he 

spent in captivity. While it is still difficult to know how prevalent kidnappings similar to 

Juanito’s are, the simple facts of his account are cause enough for alarm. 

The accused drug cartel, Los Zetas, has diversified their criminal enterprise by 

extorting businesses, human trafficking and of course, kidnapping migrants. Deserters 

from Mexico’s, U.S. trained special forces formed this paramilitary enforcement wing for 

the Gulf Cartel in 1997 (Garzon 2008). Their brutal tactics and training in counter 

terrorism has changed the face of the drug war in what has been described as the 

zetafication  of Mexico. In 2010, they broke away from the Gulf Cartel (Grillo 2011, 

Osorno 2012) and began their own organization which has quickly spread throughout 

Mexico and Central America (Osorno 2010, Osorno 2012).  

Deportees have an intimate relationship to the heightened violence of the border, 

at the center of the drug conflict that has cost more than 50,000 lives in Mexico between 

2006 and 2012. The nearly 400,000 people deported annually (INM 2013) are highly 

visible on the streets. Many wear dark clothing to aid in the crossing, or are dressed in 

prison issue clothing (blue slip on shoes, grey sweaters, baggy khaki pants) in the case of 

people detained for longer periods, and often carry bags reading “Department of 

Homeland Security”. They also face discrimination and abuse because of the racial and 

ethnic differences between southern and northern Mexico. Moreover about one in five 

deportees arrive between 10:00pm and 5:00am (Slack, Martinez et al. 2013). This 

visibility, combined with the knowledge that people engaged in international migration 

have contacts in the U.S. who can supply several thousand dollars in ransom quickly, 

makes them prime targets for kidnapping and extortion. I begin this paper with a 
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theoretical outline and literature review, giving background and context to scholarly work 

on kidnapping and drug violence.  

Feminist geopolitics and a topology of violence  
This article expands upon the burgeoning literature by exploring how place and space 

shape and are shaped by violent events (Gregory and Pred 2007, Chatterjee 2009, 

Garmany 2011). Some have engaged with the politics of fear either through how it shapes 

people’s day to day interactions (Green 1999, Pain 2001, Garmany 2011), or their 

perceptions of the State and their role within it (Green 1999, Pain 2001, Oslender 2007, 

Secor 2007, Watts 2007, Garmany 2011, Wright 2011, Wright 2013), the role of violence 

in subject formation (Wright 2011) and even urban revitalization projects (Wright 2013). 

However, these scholars have not explored explicitly the notion of topological spaces of 

violence, which helps us further nuance how specific people live violence based on who 

they are in relation to where they are. “Topology deals with surfaces and their properties, 

their boundedness, orientability, decomposition, and connectivity – that is, sets of 

properties that retain their relationships under processes of transformation,” (Blum and 

Secor 2011). Juanito’s experience as a deportee marks his relationship to the border, 

which in turn renders a specific type of vulnerability, namely that he can be taken, 

extorted, enslaved and ultimately disappeared. While he moved to and from spots of 

crossing and deportation along the South Texas Border, that contested relationship is the 

defining characteristic he shared with the other victims. 

Jorge Bustamante has explored the explicit nature of vulnerability and migration, 

whereupon a person’s vulnerability increases by leaving their place of origin (Bustamante 

2002, Bustamante 2011). This critique expands on previous assertions that the 
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relationship between increased enforcement has been an escalation of the cost of crossing 

the border (Durand and Massey 2004), as well as exacerbating human rights violations 

(Nevins and Aizeki 2008). Violence and vulnerability are inherent to the clandestine 

movement of people. The current rash of migrant kidnappings and disappearances can be 

largely attributed to the higher cost of migration, the militarization of the U.S. Mexico 

Border (Dunn 1996), increasingly severe penalties for immigration violations (Coleman 

2007, Martinez and Slack 2013), and the general turmoil created in areas such as 

Northeastern Mexico.  

 However, Bustamante’s analysis centers on a linear relationship, equating 

“distance” as the most important factor, with the added caveat that international and 

national distance are quite different. Moreover, the framework for analysis falls squarely 

within the highly normative realm of international human rights (Bustamante 2002). By 

viewing space as topological, as objects in relation to one another, we can take the 

argument one step farther and also interrogate how and why these relationships are 

created.  

Therefore, I employ a feminist geopolitical framework that allows us to study 

macro level geopolitical struggles, in this case the war on drugs and undocumented 

migration, with an emphasis on embodied practices firmly rooted in place (Hyndman 

2007, Williams and Massaro 2013). This approach provides an important counter 

narrative to mainstream analysis of drug violence, which relies on geopolitical narratives 

that reduce a complex conflict to the machinations of disembodied nation states (Shirk 

2011), the all too frequent discussions of a failed state (Grayson 2010, Morton 2012) or 

alarmist calls for military action (Longmire 2011).  



 115 

While critical geopolitics has focused on how power flows through geopolitical 

struggles and colonial projects (Dalby and Tuathail 2002), feminist geopolitics takes it a 

step further “by noting the need for a more grounded critique of geopolitics—one that … 

attends to the gendered, racialized, classed, sexualized, and otherwise differentiated 

everyday spaces previously ignored in geopolitical analysis” (Williams and Massaro 

2013, Williams 2013). I focus on kidnapping because it is the moment of capture 

whereupon migrants cease to be fully recognizable state subjects and become instead 

bodies without state attachment. Kidnapping therefore can lead to a whole array of 

extreme exploitative practices such as human trafficking, or even organ harvesting.  

Kidnapping 
While there are tomes of first and second hand accounts of kidnapping by victims 

and journalists (Echeverria Gavilanes 1988, Braun 1994, Various 1994, Campos Azuara 

2003, Scherer Garcia and Editorial 2009, Betancourt and Anderson 2010) there has been 

very little academic work. The few exceptions have analyzed the economic logic of 

kidnapping insurance (Lobo-Guerrero 2007), the connection of neoliberalism and other 

social factors to the increase in kidnapping (Campos Azuara 2003) or a broader 

discussion of why clandestine migration attracts violence (Boehm 2011, Casillas 2011, 

Slack and Whiteford 2011). Some authors have chronicled their experience as ransom 

negotiators for insurance companies (Bles and Low 1987, Wright 2009, Wright 2011). 

Despite this quantity of work, authors have not attempted to theorize the existence of 

kidnapping nor its patterns. It is important to interrogate the utility of taking possession 

of bodies, beyond the simple ransom profit narrative.  
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Project overview and methods  

The quantitative data for this article comes from a systematic random sample survey of 

recent deportees in Tijuana, and Mexicali, Baja California; Nogales, Sonora; Ciudad 

Juárez, Chihuahua; Nuevo Laredo, Tamaulipas and Mexico City during aerial 

repatriations (MIRP) by border patrol (Slack, Martinez et al. 2013). The Migrant Border 

Crossing Study (MBCS) contains 1,110 one hour long surveys during 2011 and 2012 

with people staying at migrant shelters and at the ports of entry immediately after 

deportation.1  

While I will use some descriptive and bivariate statistics about these experiences, 

this paper draws more on my ethnographic field notes and 19 in-depth interviews I 

conducted. I decided to make Juanito’s in-depth story the central narrative of this article 

due to the extraordinary detail and length of his captivity. I am in close contact with him 

and he was involved in the writing of this article. I conducted two official intervew 

sessions, each more than three hours long and have had many more follow up 

conversations by phone. While his story is not typical of our interviews, it sheds light on 

many aspects of kidnapping by organized crime that are only partially explained in our 

survey.  

Findings: kidnapping and migration 
About 7% of the total, 83 participants reported having been kidnapped or held against 

their will during a migration experience. Kidnappings are generally considered extremely 

rare events, usually measured by number per  500,000 inhabitants, so to have a 

measureable percentage of a population reporting a similar event is shocking. Table I 

shows some descriptive statistics about deportees’ expereinces of kidnapping.  
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(TABLE I) 

 Since kidnapping exists in many forms, it is hard to encompass in one discussion. 

Sometimes people are simply let go. Of the 83 respondents, 13 people reported simply 

being let go, usually because they do not have any international contacts or a way to get 

money. Another ten people were able to escape. About 29% of respondents reported 

being interrogated but no one ever demanded ransom on their behalf (n=24). Kidnapping 

has also become a form of recruitment. Juanito paid, but was not let go, and as he 

unequivocally stated, people pay and then work until they can no longer do so. “Then 

what?” I asked. “Well they kill them.”  

Table I.  Kidnapping Victims                                                                   

Variable Percent/Mean
Male 88% (73)
Female 12% (10)
Age 33 years
Kidnapped by Coyote/Guide 51% (42)

Kidnapped by Gang/Bandits 36% (30)
Time in Captivity 6 days
Number of People Held Simultaneously 20 people
Ransom Demanded 69% (57)
     Ransom Demanded (USD) $2,800
     Ransom Paid (of people asked) 58% (33)
     Ransom Paid (USD) $2,149
Reported Physical Abuse 27% (22)
Reported Verbal Abuse 72% (57)
     Threatened with a weapon 55% (44)
Report Physical Abuse of Others 49% (38)
N = 83

Source: Migrant Border Crossing Study, Wave II
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Kidnapping is gendered: captured men may be asked to kill someone to prove 

their loyalty to the criminal organization while women must work as prostitutes in order 

to gain their freedom. This is not limited to people kidnapped by the Zetas. Both of these 

forms of “payment” further bind individuals to their captors, allowing them to leave the 

spaces of captivity, but only if they participate in the violence around them. Those who 

can pay may escape with their scars, while those that choose work tie their fate to the 

kidnappers. Kidnapping therefore is not purely about using the body to access 

accumulated capital, as one traditionally conceives of elite kidnapping, but also a way to 

harness the intrinsic functions of the body such as labor and sex.  

According to the data there is no sub-group that seems to be particularly at risk 

among deportees. They are about the same age as the general population, the same gender 

breakdown and hail from the same states in Mexico. The important conclusion is that 

kidnapping occurs simply because one is a migrant: migrant kidnapping is provoked by 

the shared precarity of travelling in these clandestine spaces coupled with the fact that 

their family connections in the U.S. could quickly come up with a few thousand dollars.  

Juanito described his own kidnapping and the role of deportation in his fate and 

some 80 others. He arrived in Coahuila and went home to Chihuahua for a few days, but 

when his brother sent him the money for a bus ticket to come work in Tijuana, he headed 

to the city to get a bus. At the station there were agents claiming to be from Grupos Beta 

dressed in their orange uniforms. They were asking if people had been deported, offering 

them half price bus tickets, a common practice along the border. He told them that he had 

been deported about a week ago but they signed him up anyway. “They told us that the 

bus wasn’t leaving for a few hours so they would take us to dinner first. I don’t know 
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why I went with them. I had the money,” he said staring off blankly. “They stopped a few 

minutes after we got in the car and men dressed in black came into the vans. They had 

machine guns, cuernos de chivos and handed everyone a black hood. We put the hoods 

on ourselves and then they handcuffed us together. They pulled a drawstring tight around 

our necks,” he stated. A study of Mexico’s immigration services found widespread 

corruption, lack of accountability and ties to organized crime (Insyde 2013). The very 

fact that migrant kidnappings, particularly of Central Americans, have occurred in such 

large numbers and with such broad public knowledge points to a great deal of collusion 

or at least tacit approval by state actors.  

Not surprisingly, there are significant differences between the experiences of 

people kidnapped by human smugglers, known as coyotes and those kidnapped by gangs 

(See Table II). 42 reported being held by coyotes or people acting as a guide, 30 by gangs 

or cartels while five people explicitly stated they were kidnapped by members of the 

Zetas, although we did not ask people to identify specific groups for safety. We noted 

that there is a significant difference in the nature of the kidnapping, when people 

identified their captors as gangs versus guides. Coyotes sometimes hold people captive to 

assure payment or extract extra money in addition to the pre-agreed price for crossing. 

While these expereinces are certainly horrible in their own right, they pale in comparison 

to the treatment and complexity of gang kidnappings.  
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(TABLE II) 

Descriptions of torture from our surveys and interviews corroborate Juanito’s 

story.  Juanito describes the same board with nails, called the “tablazo”. They used it to 

hit people on the back, chest and feet. “I stayed alive by being submissive,” He 

explained, trying somehow to rationalize his own survival. “They didn’t think I was 

strong so they didn’t care what I did and kept me around…the men that fought back got 

killed instantly. They dissolved the bodies in a vat in the back of the complex and spread 

what was left on the fields. It was white like fertilizer.”  

Sexuality, Masculinity and Torture 
Highlighting the importance of feminist geopolitics, torture becomes a tool of of 

subjugation, constructed to demasculinize. If we view torture as a technology of control 

as per Foucault (1977) then the processes of breaking people down by inflecting physical, 

emotional and sexual abuse was being used by the Zetas to create its own subjects. There 

is a large literature on torture, however a particularly relevant subset examines sexuality, 

masculinity and homosexuality in state sancionted torture in the Middle East (Puar 2005, 

Variable
Kidnapped by Coyote 

(n=42)
Kidnapped by 
Gangs (n=30) Difference

     Held in the U.S. 64% 25% 39%**
     Number of People Held 17 26 9***
     Drugs Present at Safe House 32% 57% 25%*
     Amount Ransom Paid $1,893 $2,534 $641**
     Report Physical Abuse 17% 33% 16%
     Report Verbal Abuse 59% 92% 33%**
     Threatened with Weapon 30% 87% 57%***
N = 83

Note:&*&p&<&0.05,&**&p&<&0.01,&***&p&<&0.001&indicate&the&difference&is&statistically&significant
Source: Migrant Border Crossing Study, Wave II

Table II.  Comparison between People Kidnapped by their Coyote or Guide and Those Kidnapped 
by Gangs
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Puar 2005, Butler 2008). However, let us not forget the Zetas’ origins as U.S. trained 

special forces. The tactics of humiliation, homophobic sexualization and degredation 

mimic carefully planned practices developed by states. The Zetas and other groups 

frequently publish videos online of executions that include castration. “They’re recruiting 

people. After they eliminate weakness in them, they make them strong and give them 

guns and send them to different parts of the Mexican republic to try and take territory 

from other organizations,” explained Juanito. This process of degradation, and 

subjugation was different for Juanito as a gay man. For his torturers he was always 

already passive, never a threat.  

His identity within that space had a profound impact on how he was treated and 

how he eventually survived, something that few live to talk about. He was raped and 

beaten like many others, but not pressured to join the Zetas, or to execute his fellow 

captives. His sexuality allowed him to pass unnoticed and escape from that particular 

topology, leaving behind his captors. Juanito instead worked as slave labor, cloning 

marijuana, packing it for transport and even assisting in organ harvesting. 

 For Juanito, this is his biggest challenge as he attempts to deal with the 

psychological trauma of his ordeal. At the end of our four-hour interview he said, “I want 

to be clear about one thing. There were kids there. They were between 6 and 9 years old. 

They smothered them with plastic bags and immediately cut out their livers, kidneys and 

heart. They made me help six times.” He explained that they put the organs in coolers 

with dry ice that were quickly taken away. Juanito began weeping and said, “I wish I 

hadn’t done it. I should have let them kill me. That would have been easier.” From 2008 

to 2010 here were 36 cases of organ trafficking brought to the prosecutor’s office 
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resulting in four prosecutions (Vega 2011) and the UNDOC reported that two cases of 

human trafficking resulted in organ harvesting in 2010 (UNDOC 2012). Furthermore, 

arrests in March of 2014 found strong evidence of a child kidnapping and organ 

harvesting ring by the Knights Templar in Michoacán, whose practices mirror the Zetas 

(Bacchi 2014).  

Conclusions 
The National Security Archive uncovered documents from the U.S. Embassy detailing 

concerns about the state of affairs in Northeastern Mexico, linking state officials to 

organized crime before the August 2010 massacre (Evans and Franzblau 2013). Cables 

after the massacre describe the efforts of the government to distance and minimize the 

size of the tragedy. Despite these assertions, why has the United States continued to 

escalate the number of people being deported into this region?  

Simple things could be done to make people safer. Deportations practices 

contribute to people’s vulnerability. We found that 18% of people are deported between 

the hours of 10:00pm and 5:00am. One in four people had their Mexican identification 

taken and not returned, an esstential document for reveiving government services and 

money transfers (Slack, Martinez et al. 2013). Moreover, lateral repatriations, known as 

the Alien Transfer and Exit Program (ATEP) move people from one area of the border to 

another (León 2013). Tamaulipas now receives more deportations than any other state in 

Mexico, about 70,000 more than the number of Mexican nationals apprehended in the 

area.  These facts leave us questioning the role of the U.S. immigration system in 

promulgating these types of disasters, not only indirectly, by creating the highly 
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militarized border and criminalizing the migration expereince, but by funnelling a never 

ending supply of vulnerable people into these geographies of violence.  

Migrants serve a particular role among the casualties of the war on drugs. They 

are already dislocated from their families and social networks. Some have access to cash, 

some do not. Some pass through the border unharmed, others disappear forever. Looking 

for the disappeared is nearly impossible. It is difficult even in the United States where 

scholars and activists have tirelessly documented migrant remains (Martinez, Reineke et 

al. 2013). This does not compare to the communal graves and lack of forensic records in 

Mexico as typified by the botched investigation of the San Fernando massacres (Evans 

and Franzblau 2013).  

At the time of submission Juanito had been deported to Mexico and is currently 

living in his home town. He was subsequently kidnapped by a different criminal 

organization and accused of working with the Zetas. After he was released he has been in 

communication and continues to want to tell his story. 
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Conclusions 

“I think his name was Ezekiel Hernández Hernández. He was one of the first to build his 

nongo here,” said Ramon. “He loved his dog.” A large brindle mutt that looked as much 

Saint Bernard as Pit Bull greeted us sloppily. We stood on the sand banks that washed up 

near the border in the concrete canal known to Tijuanenses as “el Bordo.” A group of 

deportees, all originally from Guerrero, but each with a decade plus of experience living 

in the United States were trying to figure out who their late friend really was.  

Hugo, a local activist had been trying to contact next of kin since they found him 

dead last week in his makeshift home called a ñongo. Unfortunately there were a lot of 

people with the same name and without his birthdate or a specific hometown it would be 

hard to find out who he was before he wound up living here in the canal (06/05/2013 

Tijuana, Baja California).  

Who was he before he was deported, before he came to live here in an urban river 

of sewage? This zone of human suffering where people come to escape the pain of 

banishment is located right in the shadow of the country many still call home. About a 

thousand people, more than 90% of whom were deported from the United States, live 

directly under the border wall(Velasco and Albicker 2013) . Why do they congregate 

here? Is deportation to blame for these conditions? 

These are but a subset of the major research questions driving the emergent body 

of literature known as deportation studies. This field of study centers on questions about 

how deportation works, and what it is causing? How does the forced movement of people 

across national boundaries affect deportees themselves, their loved ones and society as a 

whole? My dissertation is an attempt to expand on this literature by taking a post -
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deportation approach.  Through post-deportation interviews and ethnography, I hope to 

take deportation studies to a new place. In my first article, we examined the different 

ways that immigration enforcement programs are enacted, their impacts and who is being 

adversely affected. The second article reconstructs deportees’ contact and relationship to 

drug trafficking by interviewing them about recent crossing experiences and the third 

article examines the phenomena of migrant kidnapping and its rise to prominence as 

connected to border enforcement programs. The opening vignette to this conclusion, 

offers some of the important future directions for deportation studies and how the 

methodological approach used here can help us develop our understanding of what 

deportation actually does, especially considering what the long term consequences of this 

relatively new project.   

 

Contribution to Deportation Studies 

While the nascent deportation studies literature has made many important 

advances over the past decade, there is some methodological and conceptual ambiguity 

about the object of study and how to approach it. The most important advances have 

come through discussions of deportability, the social control exerted on people based on 

the potential for removal. With roots in migration studies, security studies and also 

critical criminology, this research has generated debates about mobility, criminality, 

human rights, health and stigma. The majority of this body of scholarship has focused on 

people’s lives in the United States and the threat of deportation, which has a profound 

impact on their access to basic services (Núñez and Heyman 2007, De Genova and Peutz 

2010, Coleman and Kocher 2011). However, for the half a million people forcibly 
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removed from the United States each year, there is still a limited understand of both the 

immediate, medium and long term implications of this process.  

While a handful of studies have explicitly conducted post-deportation research, in 

Latin American from El Salvador (Phillips, Hagan et al. 2006, Dingeman and Rumbaut 

2010, Berger Cardoso, Hamilton et al. 2014), Ecuador (Hiemstra 2012), Jamaica (Golash-

Boza 2014) and perhaps the most important, David Brotherton and Luis Barrios’ work on 

post deportation stigma in the Dominican Republic(Brotherton and Barrios 2011). 

Around the globe there are examples from Mali, Somalia, Afghanistan (Schuster and 

Majidi 2013) and Cape Verde (Coutin 2014) but the vastly different legal and procedural 

approaches of the EU and the US have made it challenging to unite these literatures. Yet, 

there is surprisingly little in the Mexican context, which dominates the migration 

literature (Boehm 2011, Martinez and Slack 2013, Duncan 2014), and is still the single 

biggest recipient of deportees in the world.  

Rather than focus on deportation in the Mexican context, scholars tend to discuss 

“return migration” lumping together people who failed to successfully cross the border, 

people apprehended by police while living in the United States and people who packed 

up their belongings and returned to Mexico. Besides combining these distinct 

populations, this approach also has a tendency to reify the same stigma being actively 

produced by the U.S. and Mexican governments. Deportees are labeled as criminals, 

people who have committed some sort of crime, which resulted in them being sent home, 

whereas migrants (at least in the Mexican sense) are good subjects, hard workers, family 

members. This dichotomy is played out in local politics along the border, where many 

politicians speak disparagingly of the dangerous deportees on one hand but laud the hard 
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working migrants and their remittances on the other. This discourse hinges on the legal 

distinction of a voluntary return, which is an administrative process given to migrants 

apprehended while trying to cross the border and a formal deportation, which is a 

criminal offense. However, in reality the process by which one person is given a 

voluntary return and another is given a deportation is highly arbitrary as is evidenced in 

Article I of this dissertation.  

This leads us to the question: What do scholars mean by deportation? Are people 

referring to the judicial process of a formal deportation, as opposed to a voluntary return, 

or should deportation simply refer to the physical act of removing someone against their 

will from a country? For scholars engaged with fieldwork, I think we should use the later 

definition for two reasons. The first is logistical. From a research perspective it is 

extremely difficult to determine whether someone has a formal deportation or a voluntary 

return. In my research 30% of individuals did not know what form they signed. The 

second reason is that it risks minimizing the damage done by so-called “voluntary 

returns.” Also, the word deportation evokes a very specific image in people’s minds, 

repatriation and returns conjure a much more benign image, namely of people going back 

home, rather than being forcibly removed to a place that they may or may not have ties.  

Many countries such as Brazil for instance, have agreements with the United 

States so that their citizens will not be “deported” rather returned, and yet they are still 

being forcibly removed.  While Daniel Kanstroom’s impressive legal historical 

scholarship about the rise of deportation and its consequences is an important resource 

for scholars (Kanstroom 2007, Kanstroom 2012), there is a distinct challenge in focusing 

directly on the legal nuances when conducting empirical social science research. Now, 
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scholars generally do interpret deportation as the physical act of removing a human 

being, but this is almost never explicitly articulated, something that becomes even more 

problematic as we move beyond Latin America, because deportees from Europe face an 

entirely different set of circumstances. As we can see in the opening vignette for this 

conclusion, the anonymity, the erasure of identity created by deportation, has a profound 

affect. These methodological choices shape how we view and interpret deportation. From 

a theoretical perspective, how we conceive of the geopolitical phenomenon of 

deportation, and how we decide to study it, also have consequences for these 

interpretations.  

Theoretical Approach 

In this dissertation I take a feminist geopolitical perspective to deportation. 

Drawing from scholars in critical geopolitics who explored the subjective divisions, 

policing and expansionist or extractive projects enacted by western countries, feminist 

geopoliticians focus on how people live through these experiences at different scales 

(Hyndman 2004, Hyndman 2004, Hyndman 2007, Hyndman 2012, Massaro and 

Williams 2013, Williams and Massaro 2013, Williams 2014). Questions of how the 

national and international regulations of birth control and abortions have a material 

impact in the home, as well as how one person’s security force is another’s terrorizer are 

some of the important questions for Feminist Geopolitics.  

Fundamental to this notion is how geopolitical forces shape people’s subjectivity. 

By subjectivity I refer to people’s emotional life, the sense of self within the larger 

political and social order (Krieger 1985, Luhrmann 2006, Biehl, Good et al. 2007). In the 

past, scholars (as well as journalists and activists) have shied away from the more 
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complicated populations such as people with criminal records, drug addicts, homeless, 

mentally ill or even LGBT migrants. Rather than focusing solely on a migrant subject 

characterized by hegemonic notions of “the good worker,” “the good family member” 

and other hetero-normative tropes, Feminist Geopolitics necessitates inclusion of those 

people who do not fit into the dominant discourses in the pro and anti-migrant camps. 

This also helps us see the connectivity between deportation and other social issues such 

as crime and drug abuse, as is evidenced in this dissertation. 

In many ways the people living in the Bordo are similar to the so-called Dreamers 

(Truett and William 2006), young high-school graduates that arrived in the United States 

at a very young age.31 Both have high levels of education (High-school and beyond), both 

have little connections to Mexico and the majority of their families have relocated 

(Velasco and Albicker 2013). In the first article in this dissertation In Harm’s Way, I 

explored the importance of stating one’s home is in the United States for their decision to 

return. However, the data from the MBCS does not tell us what happens after. People 

may be determined to cross again, but that does not mean they will be successful. Longer 

prison sentences and increased border enforcement means that many people may 

eventually give up, tire or be forced to drastically change their lives. Where will they go 

if they have no one? What will they do if they cannot fulfill their need to return home? 

While affect geography and literature related to “sense of place” (Tuan 1975, 

Tuan 1977, Pile 2010, Tuan 2013) has placed importance on emotional relationships to 
                                                
31 An important difference is the frequent presence of drug related or other criminal activity prior 
to deportation. Many of the residents of the Bordo were able to take advantage of IRCA but were 
subsequently deported for their criminal history. However, this speaks to another debate about the 
interconnected nature of criminal and immigration law. By deporting criminals, in what ways 
does this just serve to export a problem to the border, where it exacerbates existing challenges to 
security and border violence.  
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places and concepts, few examples attempt to find material ways in which people are 

impacted and dictated by the emotional pull of place. When it comes to deportation, I 

contend that we have no idea of the psychological, emotional and physical damage being 

done by these policies. To walk in the Bordo, a space of broken bodies, broken dreams 

and utter desolation, one is immediately struck by the destructive power of forced 

movement, of breaking the emotional ties to place.   

I want to be clear that I am not making the argument that deportation will lead to 

homelessness and drug addiction, rather, these issues should be understood as associated, 

or interwoven traumas. The combination of mass forced movement, criminalization, and 

separation from family or other loved ones has devastating consequences. Some, 

probably most, are able to continue on, work and struggle to pick up the pieces, others 

cannot. While more research, particularly longitudinal research is needed to fully 

understand these impacts, it is clear that deportation is not simply an administrative 

process of sending someone back home. Our broken immigration system has further 

complicated notions of home, connections to place and left many people stranded and 

isolated. 

It is this isolation that can trigger or exacerbate involvement with drugs. One 

deported U.S. Marine described his drug addiction as an “18-year dream.” “When I woke 

up, all I wanted to do was go back to sleep” (06/03/2014 Tijuana, Baja California). Many 

people struggled with anonymity, not wanting to admit they were deported due to stigma 

in Mexico and the United States (see Brotherton and Barrios 2011). The stress of a lack 

of employment or the tension and discomfort of living in a foreign country can turn to 



 132 

self-medication through alcohol and the multiple drugs readily available on the streets of 

Tijuana and throughout the border.  

Hugo1 saw a friend of his running across the busy highway to climb up into the 

canal. We asked if he would talk to us about his long history living in the Bordo. “Will it 

take long? Or can you wait a little bit?” he asked. Before I even had a chance to respond 

he said, “It’s just that I have to go, curarme.” No, go for it I said, knowing that it would 

take him far longer than the promised five minutes, and even then, whether or not he 

would be able to hold a coherent conversation was doubtful (06/05/2013 Tijuana, Baja 

California). 

While understanding exactly what damage is done by deportation to people’s 

mental and physical health is a bigger question, there are some immediate ways that I will 

use research from my dissertation to expand on other topics and debates. To fully grasp 

what is being created by forced removal from the United States, we must first explore 

how people cope with being deported and the dynamics of this process, in the short, 

medium and long term. In the following sections I want to explore some future directions 

of research.  

Post-Deportation Mobilities: 

The literature on migrant mobilities explores these issues in-depth, namely, how do 

people move under this escalated enforcement regime in the United States and the 

impacts of limited mobility (Hyndman 2004, Silvey 2004, Pécoud and De Guchteneire 

2006, Blunt 2007, Conradson and Mckay 2007, Cvajner and Sciortino 2010, De Genova 

and Peutz 2010, Collyer 2012, Hyndman 2012). This has implications for access to 

healthcare, community organizing and participating in basic social reproduction. Yet, this 
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line of questioning has been applied exclusively to people living in the destination 

countries such as the United States, Canada or Europe. I want to know if these 

restrictions on movement stay with people beyond the border. What do the patterns of 

where people are allowed to go tell us about other types of social control and the situation 

for deportees in border communities? To answer this I will use a vignette from 

ethnographic fieldwork in Nuevo Laredo, Tamaulipas that highlights not only how 

deportees are controlled in their movements around the city, but how I, as a researcher 

also face challenges due to this spatial ordering. 

 

Adapted from Field Notes, Nov, 12, 2013 – Nuevo Laredo, Tamaulipas 

I had decided to follow the group of migrants staying at the shelter while they wander the 

streets. The shelter is closed during the day and they are not allowed back until it opens 

again at 5pm. As soon as we exited the shelter we were approached by two coyotes, a 

man running another shelter,1 and an elderly woman dressed in her bathrobe and 

slippers telling us how dangerous it is in this neighborhood. The coyotes asked us if we 

wanted to cross. Everyone said no, he looked at me and asked incredulously in his thick 

northern accent, “a poco tu guero, no tienes como cruzar?” “Really blondie, you don’t 

have a way to cross?”  

 Zacatecas and Monterrey1 thought this was particularly funny. Migrants 

generally used nicknames with each other based on where they were from, something that 

allows for the necessary anonymity in these complicated and often dangerous spaces. We 

headed down the road to the first of three plazas where they hung out. Monterrey told me 

his nicknames for the dozens of dogs that barked at us or greeted the group on our walk 
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to the plazas. At the second plaza some of the coyotes began to take an interest in me, 

coming up to us and asking me questions, but leaving before I could answer. This made 

me uneasy so we headed to another plaza, right next to the bridge.  

 One of our group members asked if he could use my cell phone to call his family 

in Houston. I thought nothing of it, and passed him my phone since I could pick up a US 

cell signal there. He began speaking in an exaggerated, loud voice about where to get 

picked up. Zacatecas looked at me disapprovingly, “This isn’t good. Te van a levantar, 

they will kidnap you…They are going to think you are a coyote and you are stealing their 

business.”  

 We quickly left and headed back to the first plaza where it was widely regarded as 

safe, but soon a heavy set man wearing a blue track jacket and a baseball cap pulled low 

over his face came and sat next to us. He was leaning in to hear our conversation and he 

had one earphone in and the other one dangling into his lap. I was immediately on edge 

and I offered to buy the group some cokes to get out of there. When we got up to walk 

Zacatecas whispered to me, “did you see him? There was a man that was very interested 

in you. Let’s go to another plaza.”  

 Sure enough the man followed us to the next two plazas until we sat next to a 

military checkpoint by the hospital until it was time to go back to the shelter.  

Through my months living and working in the migrant shelter in Tamaulipas, I learned 

more about these spatially ordered practices. The reason for Monterrey’s intimate 

knowledge of all the barking dogs along the route to the plaza is because that is the only 

safe route to take to the shelter. People who deviate and walk through the residential 

neighborhood are frequently, robbed, beaten or kidnapped. I witnessed three people get 
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abducted for hanging out in front of the shelter before it was open. Others came when the 

shelter was closed, banging desperately on the doors trying to get in, but they were 

quickly admonished and turned away. “Why didn’t you walk to the plaza with the others 

while it was safe?” scolded one shelter employee.  

While the deportees had a specific geography of movement, my mobility as a 

researcher was in conflict with theirs. My presence in spaces where deportees were 

permitted was not welcome. People’s mobility along the border is stratified based on their 

subjectivity, on who they are in relation to the complex unwritten rules of these border 

cities. Just as an undocumented migrant is restricted in his or her movements in the 

United States, deportees’ movements are policed based on local norms. While 

Tamaulipas is typified by organized crime, places like Tijuana, Altar and Nogales are far 

more controlled by local and state police who have a habit of arresting deportees for 

vagrancy.  

The officers often take their money and other possessions before incarcerating 

them for 36 hours if they venture into unacceptable areas. For example, in Tijuana, 

deportees are allowed to stay on the actual street in front of the shelter, but the 

surrounding areas, especially the main road out of colonia libertad expose them to police 

extortions. This makes it hard for deportees to work, because they must find a way to 

pass through these controlled areas and frequently loose all the money they made that 

day. Many resign to earning a few bucks by washing cars close by.  After constantly 

being robbed, many give up and fall into a holding pattern, living off hand-outs and 

waiting for something else to change. Combine this with numerous humanitarian 

organizations that give out basic supplies like food, as well as many shelters that charge 
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$10 pesos a day (about $.85) in Tijuana and many quickly get sucked into a vagrant 

lifestyle post-deportation. For the many deportees that have no social safety net in 

Mexico, the consequences are even more dire. However, this is not to say that people 

don’t seek or find solace, even in the harsh border context. The need for a human 

connection is constant and should not be neglected in this research. The next sections 

outline some future directions for research that were not included in the dissertation, but 

need mentioning, as they expand upon or push the boundaries of the material presented in 

the main body of my dissertation.  

Beyond Victims and Victimizers: Sex, Love and Relationships during 
Migration 
 

Today Zacatecas was very agitated. I asked what was wrong. He told me that he 

was going to start “cuidando el rio,” the job most frequently offered to deportees and 

migrants is to make sure no one approaches or crosses the river without paying a toll, 

but everyone knows it implies other things. He said: “Look, Antonia (a Honduran 

migrant he had been dating) is gone. I don’t have anything. the work I did over there (in 

the U.S.) isn’t done here. No one puts roofs on houses the same way in Mexico. The last 

13 years of my life don’t exist here. What else am I going to do? If they catch me crossing 

again they are going to lock me up?” 

Later that day he got a phone call that Antonia had been caught by the border 

patrol and was being held for ten days. He had taught her how to be Mexican enough so 

they had already deported her once to Nuevo Laredo. This time she caught a re-entry 

charge in streamline so it was more detention. A big smile lit up his face and all his 

friends started making fun of him. He immediately began going to work everyday in 
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whatever he could do. “I don’t love her and she doesn’t love me,” he said. “But at least 

we have each other.” 

 

Gender and migration has developed into a large body of literature (Calavita 2006, 

O'Leary 2009, Vázquez, Cueva et al. 2012). However, it is missing much of the complex 

dynamics I witnessed in my ethnographic fieldwork in shelters, namely, the human 

element of comfort and support that people give to each other through friendships, 

romances, and sex. While it is important to understand and document gendered violence 

in migration, and certainly there are unequal power relations (when is this not true?), to 

deny that relationships can have a consensual aspects or a positive influence on people 

goes beyond denial of agency.  

 Antonia and Zacatecas’ relationship did not end well, since he had a falling out 

with his good friend over suspicions of infidelity. At the time this was written, she was in 

the United States and Zacatecas was in prison. The importance of their connection, in 

these extremely violent, stressful spaces had a profound influence on both of them. 

Zacatecas taught Antonia how to be “Mexican” so they would not deport her to Honduras 

and she gave him a reason not to die essentially.  

 Masculinity in migration is an understudied concept (Hernández 2011, León 

2013, Brigden and Vogt 2014). When so much of the rhetoric and logic of why people 

migrate is to fulfill these masculine needs, deportation and failure to send money and 

support their families is highly stigmatized (Brotherton and Barrios 2011). To 

oversimplify: women often seek out men to act as protection for them in the crossing and 
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men seek women to make them feel powerful, important and needed, even when, as 

Zacatecas said, “they can’t even take care of themselves, let alone someone else.” 

 While, this aspect of migration needs more elaboration through future projects, it 

is important to acknowledge the power in people to find comfort and support in situations 

that are desperate and grim. Sometimes they may never even know each other’s real 

names, but these important relationships can represent the most altruistic and caring 

experience simply because everyone is struggling to survive, but the often struggle 

together. In a previous article I wrote about the tendency to exploit each other, to take 

advantage of others in this shared situation and be the hammer rather than the nail (2011), 

but this is not always true. In my ethnographic work at the shelter I saw real sacrifice and 

caring as well as betrayal. Perhaps this is a very small comfort after reading this 

dissertation, but in my experiences, the happiness and the tears when people find each 

other again, after days or weeks of worry is the power of human beings to withstand and 

carry on in the face of even the most difficult circumstances.  

On Insecurity in Mexico 
 “States never were perfect, bounded (internally and externally), or complete.  In their 

laws, they pretend to be complete (a pretense that has real consequences); but they have 

never succeeded and probably never will.  This is important in understanding illegal 

practices in a world of states.  The line between ‘legal’ and ‘illegal’ is held to be clear 

and definitive inside a given state, a hegemonic claim.  Yet the actual practice is 

ambiguous and subject to resourceful manipulation.  Legality and illegality are thus 

simultaneously black and white, and shades of gray” (Heyman). 
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“All violence as a means is either law making or law preserving. If it lays claim to 

neither of these predicates, it forfeits all validity.” – Walter Benjamin (2012) 

 

While this dissertation takes deportation as the main analytic, examining how other issues 

intersect with the forced removal of individuals to Mexico, I would like to comment more 

directly on drug related violence in Mexico since this is another important topic that my 

research can speak directly to. One of my goals with this dissertation is to bridge the gap 

between scholars studying drug violence in Mexico with the much larger and more 

sophisticated literature on migration and deportation more specifically. The Northeast is 

currently one of the hotspots for violence and crime in Mexico. It has consistently topped 

the lists of most kidnappings and most disappearances over the last three years 

(Seguridad Justicia y Paz 2012). Along with Michoacán and Guerrero it has been the 

black mark on the Pena Nieto administration. Many argue that striking deals and 

oppressing journalists and activists, rather than a real countrywide reduction in violence 

have accomplished much of the increase in security during the first years of this new PRI 

government. However, some interesting things have happened in the last year that might 

be cause for hope for the amazing border communities who have maintained their pride, 

traditions and identity in the face of overwhelming oppression 

Michoacan – A lesson in states and crime  

The uprisings of the autónomas has led to a much needed counter narrative in the war on 

drugs (Lemus 2014). With little evidence that either the police or the military have been 

particularly effective at fighting crime, at least without serious human rights abuses, 

individual communities who risk everything to stand up and fight have created quite a 

stir. While Cherán, Michoacán has a long history of resisting domination by drug 
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traffickers, in particular, La Familia Michoacana, an organization that is often compared 

to the Zetas because of their focus on extortion rackets and involvement with legitimate 

businesses such as mines and the port of Lázaro Cardenas, one of the most important 

hubs for the import of good in Mexico. The organization was founded as a response to 

the Zetas incursions into Michoacán, as a way to unify many local drug traffickers and 

producers, but quickly adapted to the paramilitary style of the Zetas, with the added touch 

of religious zealotry (Maldonado Aranda 2012).  

 The organization fractured with the arrest and murder of several high level 

members and soon the Knights Templar formed (Grayson and Army War College . 

Strategic Studies 2010). They maintained the same religious fervor in their communiqués 

(Campbell 2012), and continued to extort and repress the local population. The Purépecha 

community in Cherán was one of the first to actively resist, running the political party 

and the police force out of town (Lemus 2014). In the follow years there has been an 

escalation in autodefensa forces in several states, but with a particularly high 

concentration in Michoacán and Guerrero. It is important to acknowledge that these 

forces are by no means a panacea, often trading one form of authoritarian oppression for 

another as lynchings and executions have become common. However, the popularity of 

this type of organization speaks volumes about the shortcomings of organized crime. 

 It has long been acknowledged that organized criminal groups often enjoy a level 

of popularity, especially among the poor and disenfranchised (Leeds 1996, Andreas 1998, 

Paoli 2004). They have their own saints (Price 2005, Chesnut 2012) and drug lords like 

Pablo Escobar famously built homes, soccer fields and schools (Bowden 2009). 

However, there is a point when they over-reach. This happened with Escobar when he ran 
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for office and allowed kidnapping to become too prevalent. This has happened in 

Michoacán and is widely accepted as being the main cause for the uprising.  

 To draw from Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of the War Machine, the power in 

the illicit world draws from its unbounded, smooth, unknowable nature (Deleuze and 

Guattari 1987). Drug cartels can operate much more quickly than states. They have no 

laws. They operate on secrecy and they move through space unseen, whereas States 

capture, make legible and control. However, as these organizations become more 

entrenched in a deeper struggle for control against the State (or often through integration 

with the State apparatus) they invariable loose this advantage. When the Knights Templar 

simply became another repressive State it invited the whole host of problems that 

authoritarian regimes face. By using violence as a tool to communicate power, 

intimidation and domination, these organizations loose the ability to operate in that 

smooth space, that is necessary for survival. To draw from Walter Benjamin, their 

violence as a means to affirm or reinforce the social order contrasts with the law and 

therefore is de-legitimated, leading to social strife and a rejection of domination by 

criminal organizations (Benjamin, Casanova et al. 2012) 

The ethnographic work of Daniel Hoffman on child soldiers in Sierra Leone 

provides the most important blueprint for this work (2011). He uses Deleuze and 

Guattari’s concept to elaborate on the relationship between the State and nomadic forces 

such as the paramilitary gangs of child soldiers. He notes that the War Machine and the 

State are two points on a poll: mirror reflections that need each other to exist. My project 

is to show the movement of drug cartels from “the smooth lines of smugglers across the 
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desert” into the striated space of the State, a place where the war machine will be 

destroyed (Hoffman 2011:17).  

As this oscillation between State and war machine occurs, it helps us better 

understand the intimate relationship between State and non-State actors, practices and 

effects. This can be observed through a number of different hallmarks of recent drug 

related violence. The war machine does not dismember for example. Mutilation is 

reserved for the monstrous. War kills, no doubt, but after the State appropriates the war 

machine it “makes mutilation, and even death come first. It needs them pre-

accomplished, born that way, crippled and zombielike” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987). 

This is why torture and beheadings that are prominently displayed on the Internet, signify 

a specific order, something that is in opposition to a war machine, the unknowable and 

unclassifiable and fear of their regime. It also changes the victim into the abject other, so 

horribly disfigured that it simultaneously provokes horror and disassociates with the rest 

of humanity (Kristeva 1982).   

The same State-ification of organized crime that happened in Michoacán has 

happened in Tamaulipas and Coahuila. Levels of extortion remind one of usurious taxes. 

Halcones who watch every move are reminiscent of the Gestapo. Information is highly 

prized and controlled. Newspapers and magazines like Proceso are forbidden in local 

convenience stores in Nuevo Laredo. People have been murdered for writing anonymous 

posts. The Zetas have developed a sophisticated radio and telecommunications network 

by kidnapping technicians (Osorno 2012). In Matamoros stolen gasoline is sold openly 

on the streets and cars drive around with license plates that read CDG (Cartel del Gulfo). 
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Both organizations are involved with mining in Coahuila and gas and oil off the coast of 

Tamaulipas, noting a diversification away from drug trafficking. 

The importance of information, of both staying invisible and controlling image 

and knowledge is exactly the challenge of a repressive regime. The nomad has become 

sedentary. The war machine has become imbedded in the State and this is where its 

weakness lies. The popularity that they originally enjoyed through their robin-hood status 

is waning. Even though toy giveaways around Christmas from the Zociedad Anonima de 

TamaulipaZ made the news,1 it is not enough. These grabs for power are the beginning of 

the end. Unless they are able to change and decrease the violence being visited on the 

population, there is no chance that these organizations will survive.  

Howard Campbell has discussed the use of “narcomantas,” tarps draped in various 

strategic locations with messages written on them as analogous to political propaganda 

(2012). This assertion also leads one to see the “stratification” of the organized crime. 

Moreover, the way in which protection rackets occur also relate to statecraft, with 

particular relevance for discussions of the performative State (see Secor 2007):  

“My friend had a bar. First they came with cigarettes and whiskey, and told him 

that he would have to buy those from them. They put a mark on the bottle of whiskey to 

make sure that he didn’t go and buy another one somewhere else. He didn’t really care 

because most people just drank beer in his bar anyway, so he didn’t resist. Then some 

women came into the bar as prostitutes looking for clients. They showed up again and 

said, ‘hey, we run the prostitution here. If you are going to have that at your bar you 

have to pay $500 pesos per week for five girls, $800 pesos per week for 8 girls and 

$1,000 for ten (roughly $8 per week per girl). That sounded reasonable so he said, ok. 
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They sent him five at first, but then sent more. They asked him who was selling coke. He 

said no one and they gave him a free sample. He was able to sell it for a quick profit, so 

he signed up for 1000 pesos worth. Then they upped it to 2000 pesos. Then they started to 

party at his bar, drinking for free which drove away all of his regular customers. He 

ended up having to burn it out! Just like in goodfellas! 

When they first come, they usually are nice at first. They are even great actors. 

They first offer their services. Another friend of mine with a hotdog stand had this 

happen. They approached him and he grudgingly agreed. The next week someone came 

and robbed him. The hotdog vendor told the ‘buchones’- gangsters and they immediately 

brought him the thief, beaten and bloody. They even gave him his money back. My friend 

was impressed, but then he saw the guy who robbed him hanging out with the same 

narcos!” (Personal communication – Reynosa, Tamaulipas 12/05/2013). 

This performance, the spectacle put on to demonstrate the purpose and utility of 

organized crime, is no different from mass police operations that serve to show the public 

how useful, important and necessary their oppression is. There is an immense literature 

exploring the performativity of the State, but very little of it engages with how non-State 

actors also employ these tactics to surprisingly similar ends (see Heyman and Smart 

1999).  

The War Machine as proposed by Deleuze and Guattari may or may not be 

empirically testable, but it has its roots in Pierre Clastrés understanding of nomadic and 

war-like societies, a far more comparable phenomena. Clastrés asserted that rather than 

representing an evolutionary, teleological progression from primitive to modern (western) 

society, people are actively warding off the coercive power of the State (Clastres 1977). 
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He asserted that many tribes purposefully abandoned sedentary lifestyles and took up 

nomadic ways so as to avoid this oppressive social form. The nomadic tribe was far less 

hierarchical, authoritarian and overall, contained a different notion of leadership. Clastrés 

uses the story of Geronimo to illustrate what happens when the chief of the war machine 

attempts to become a ruler. “He attempted to turn the tribe into the instrument of his 

desire, whereas before, by virtue of his competence as a warrior, he was the tribe’s 

instrument.” (Clastrés 1977: 211).  The relationship of the tribe to violence is therefore 

different from that of the State. 

This is brings to mind Weber’s classic definition of the State. “A State is a human 

community that (successfully) claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical 

force within its territory” (Weber 1965). Few would argue that this has not been 

contested in parts of Mexico. Violence in these regions, although chaotic at first glance, 

is often highly regulated, with certain “non-State” actors being allowed to perpetrate acts 

of violence in certain circumstances. While the power of these illicit groups lies in their 

non-hierarchical, fluid leadership, by becoming sedentary, top-down and oppressively 

hierarchical it opens them to all of the problems of the State and therefore, their imminent 

demise.  

While I do not want to leave this with an open assertion that things will sort 

themselves out, on the contrary there will be continued death and bloodshed, but the 

cracks in narco-governance are readily visible. There is hope to dismantle the current 

order. The real problem therefore, is and always has been a problem of the Mexican 

State. The unfortunate conclusion is that most of the atrocities perpetrated are the result 

of state violence, not some criminal other to be caught and punished. This can be 
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demonstrated most clearly by the slogan for the protests around the 43 disappeared 

students from Ayotzinapa: “fue el estado- it was the State.” 

Conclusions 
 
This final chapter of my dissertation leaves far more unanswered questions than tidy 

assertions. My goal has been to demonstrate what post-deportation studies will look like. 

I hope the field will continue to grapple seriously with how people react to, and adapt to 

the days, months and years after expulsion. My goal is to continue researching border 

security, immigration enforcement and drug trafficking as a way to understand racial 

divides in the United States and the destructive nature of immigration policy.  

 Moreover, one of the challenges to this research is that it relies on a production of 

knowledge and scholarship, firmly grounded in human suffering. If this work is to have 

any meaning at all, it requires an informed praxis about how to create change. I intend to 

continue to contribute to public policy debates in as many ways as possible, including 

media outreach, grassroots organization and participation as a scholar expert in various 

legal settings. By continuing to expand on MBCS data, conducting new waves of survey 

research with deportees our international team will be in a better position to contribute to 

emergent debates occurring both inside and outside of academia. We will be expanding to 

Guatemala, El Salvador and Honduras to compare the experiences of Central Americans 

to Mexicans in the deportation apparatus.  

 While migration studies have developed into a robust sub-discipline, 

incorporating many methodological and disciplinary approaches, the recent fracturing 

into, border, interior, sending region, receiving region, deportation, crossing etc. has 

threatened to break this unity. There is a need for heuristic clarity to understand the object 
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of our study. Previously, there was unity around the shift in crossing patterns through 

Operation Gatekeeper. It is time to re-evaluate the border security regime and all it 

implies. This includes kidnapping, the monopolization of movement along the border (as 

a function of organized crime and border enforcement) as well as more well studied 

aspects such as border deaths, criminalization of migration, incarceration and the racial 

tensions driving these policies. Careful scholarship, as well as passionate activism is 

necessary to slow the harm and understand the ruptures being caused by the Consequence 

Delivery System and the mass forced removal of people around the globe.  
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Endnotes 

i 

http://www.cbp.gov/linkhandler/cgov/newsroom/publications/admin/perform_account_rpt_2013.ctt/perfor

m_account_rpt_2013.pdf  

ii We draw on a variety of periodical sources to document some of the more high-profile 

events that show the recent overlap between drugs and migration. These secondary 

sources will be used to complement eighty-nine semistructured interviews with recent 

border crossers focusing particularly on those individuals who had contact with the drug 

trade. These interviews were conducted with randomly selected individuals staying at a 

shelter for recently deported/repatriated migrants in Nogales, Sonora. They focused on 

violence for border crossers, which frequently led to discussions about the connections 

between the guides, known as coyotes or polleros, the bandits (bajadores), and drug 

trafficking by burreros (drug mules). 

iii “Well, we all know that the majority of the people that are coming to Arizona and 

trespassing are now becoming drug mules. They’re coming across our borders in huge 

numbers. The drug cartels have taken control of the immigration. So they are criminals. 

They’re breaking the law when they are trespassing and they’re criminals when they pack 

the marijuana and the drugs on their backs.” When challenged, she continued to maintain 

that she was correct: “The simple truth is that the majority of human smuggling in our 

state is under the direction of the drug cartels, which are by definition smuggling drugs,” 

she said in a statement. “It is common knowledge that Mexican drug cartels have merged 

human smuggling with drug trafficking.” 
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iv Guides that are not part of the organized mafias that control migration; they work 

independently and can be persecuted by others to maintain monopolistic control. 

v No More Deaths  “No More Deaths” cites 238 in Arizona, while the Secretaría de 

Relaciones Exteriores reports 516. See 

http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2007/04/26/index.php?section=politica&article=007n1pol. 

vi This information is from multiple interviews where people have become aware of the fact 

that they are being used as covers for drug shipments. 

vii Operation Streamline is a federal program to provide a daily criminal trial en masse 

(seventy to eighty defendants simultaneously) for unlawful entry into the United States. 

Currently the program exists in the Tucson, Yuma, Marfa, and Del Rio sectors. 

viii This estimate is drawn from five interviews with people who related their experiences 

of carrying marijuana through the desert. We did not make it a habit to ask about these 

experiences within any structured or semistructured interviews. 
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