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Abstract 

Nearly two decades have passed since the strategic border security paradigm known as 

“prevention through deterrence” (PTD) took root in the landscape of Southern Arizona. 

The aim of PTD was to deter illicit migration by strategically amassing border security 

forces to funnel migrants into increasingly remote and treacherous territory where they 

would face increased risk. Indeed, risk was to be the prime factor of deterrence. 

Thousands of undocumented migrants died attempting to overcome those risks in an 

outcome known as the “funnel effect,” wherein migration patterns shifted to overcome 

bypass and overcome border security.  

When speaking about PTD taking root in southern Arizona, I mean that this 

geography is the locus of the funnel effect and has been since 2001. Southern Arizona 

represents the longest stretch of border walling in the United States and the highest 

concentrations of border security personnel and undocumented migration activity since 

the early 2000s. In this sense, this region is a useful point of focus for evaluating the 

outcomes and efficacy of the border security apparatus. Here, the PTD strategy has been 

physically tethered to the landscape as border security infrastructure has literally been 

dug into the ground. With the hundreds of border security infrastructure and wall projects 

have also come the hundreds of clandestine trails routed around them used by 

undocumented migrants, and hundreds of tons of left behind migrant survival materials 

like backpacks, water bottles, blankets, and rosaries. Over the years while border security 

has expanded, the evidence associated with migration has shifted in turn reflecting a 

dialectical engagement between the formal border security apparatus and the informal 
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politics of migrants. While many scholars have studied either border security or the risks 

faced by migrants, few have looked at their mutual influence over time.  

This dissertation incorporated a multidisciplinary methodological approach, 

including ethnography, archival research, archaeology, and GIS technology. These 

methods allowed me to answer the following questions: What are the social and material 

effects of border enforcement policy on the ground? How have these changed over the 15 

years of concentrated border enforcement in this area, both geographically and in terms 

of their volume and constitution? What are the stories, the experiences, and the tangible 

points on the landscape that mark these processes? I viewed the material signature of 

migration as a form of ruins both literally and metaphorically as they mark the scars of 

abandonment, loss, and failure. Following Walter Benjamin, I conceived of such ruins as 

an indictment of the political conditions that led to their formation. In the spirit of 

Benjamin, I also prioritized this form of marginalized material evidence. Questions of 

memory and materiality were also entwined with realities of absence and a search for 

fragmentary traces. I encountered this reality constantly in fieldwork, as when a place 

known to have been a major clandestine travel corridor for migration was often found 

completely cleared of all evidence of use. I also routinely walked past coordinates where 

migrant bodies were recovered, and where no evidence of that tragedy was left. 

A dialectical approach also highlighted how much more accessible and visible the 

actions related to the implementation of the United States border security were in relation 

to those of migrants. Further, the material evidence associated with migration was 

actively being removed, often as an environmental hazard. Thus, this project also came to 

encompass questions about the process of historical creation and heritage. Among those 
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who live and work in the borderlands, this contemporary situation was already largely 

conceptualized in terms of its heritage potential. Will we remember this episode in 

history as we remember the Berlin Wall, or Japanese internment camps in the United 

States, as many of the border residents who participated in my project speculated? 

Certain public land managers along the border anticipated that their heritage future may 

well be as lands associated with the migration experience, circa the turn of the 21st 

century. It is acknowledged that this is a dark chapter of history. But, how does one 

curate history in the making? 

All of this inextricably links to issues of power. This is the power to decide what 

is culturally valuable or relevant, as well as the power to define historical narratives as 

they are made. Border security itself is about maintaining U.S. sovereignty, while 

defining the value of migrant lives and deaths as the border is secured. This is also a set 

of values that prioritizes border security over reform to the system that could facilitate 

labor migration. There is also a hierarchy to what survives between the monumental 

architecture of border security and the ephemeral tools and structures of clandestine 

migration. The latter are hidden and actively decaying while the former will stand the test 

of time. This dissertation analyzes the informal and the fragmentary side by side with the 

formal and monumental. What do decaying survival materials dropped by undocumented 

migrants, decaying migrant bodies in the wilderness, and hundreds of miles of 

clandestine smuggler trails in one of the most highly secured borderlands in one of the 

most powerful countries in the world say about power here? On a practical level, the 

accumulated evidence are read as an indictment of border security, revealing that the 
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building of walls and surveillance structures have not stopped migration, though they 

have led to increasingly imperiled migrant journeys.  
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Introduction 

This archaeological dissertation project applies a multidisciplinary approach to 

investigate an ongoing social conflict. Oriented in an analysis of primary material 

evidence, using the application of landscape archaeology and GIS technology to 

understand undocumented migration at the U.S.-Mexico border, this project is a model 

for the field application of contemporary archaeology.  

In conjunction with the increasing levels of migrant death and victimization 

deemed acceptable collateral for border patrol responses to undocumented migration, I 

ask what migrants’ continued evasion of border security reveals about the nature of 

migration laws, with a specific focus on geography. This is because I understand the 

violence entailed in undocumented migration to largely be a product of states’ deliberate 

funneling of undocumented migration into routes that markedly diverge from the 

relatively easy transnational travel experienced by most citizens of westernized world 

into high-risk cross-wilderness treks (Bender 2001; Harding 2000), where the strategic 

intention of this funneling effort is migration deterrence (USBP 1994; USGAO 2006). In 

other words, geography is mobilized to leverage the prospect of danger against migrants, 

diverting migrant travelers from the most direct and/or safest pathways for border 

crossing (De León 2015; Magaña 2008). Thus, the direct experience of dangerous 

geography becomes a focal point in contemporary undocumented migration.  

 I seek to better understand the broad rationale and specific measures by which a 

dysfunctional border enforcement regime continues, and even expands. In terms of U.S. 

migration policy, the meaning of “securing the border,” the stated policing goal for 

“controlling undocumented migration,” is loosely defined, but seems to reflect a 
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homeland and international security philosophy that is fast expanding with abstract or 

otherwise undefined metrics for success (Boyce and Williams 2012; Slack et al. 2013; 

USGAO 2013, 2017). Through this project I ask what is tangibly achieved by present 

efforts to secure the border, comparing the material record of border security—mainly 

infrastructure like border walls—with the material record of undocumented migration, 

including the belongings migrant travelers leave behind in the wilderness during their 

journeys. I ask what social values are lost or contradicted by putting such substantial 

credence in ambiguously defined enactments of security. 

 I use the case study at the U.S.-Mexico border to ask wider questions, relevant to 

the discipline of archaeology. On a practical level, archaeologists have developed a 

robust toolkit for considering how material culture—in macro and micro, from state to 

household to individuals—represent the dialectical power dynamics of a society (Bender 

2001; Inomata 2006; McGuire 1991, 1998; Orser 2006; Sabloff 2008). By what 

mechanisms do such formal political organizations control people (or not) under their 

jurisdictions (Camp 2013; Gonzalez-Ruibal 2006, 2014; Ludlow Collective 2001; Myers 

and Moshenska 2011; Schofield and Cocroft 2007)? How are the mechanisms of this 

formalized power—like infrastructure—used or avoided on a quotidian level (Gilfoyle 

2005; Hartnett and Dawdy 2013; Schofield and Kiddy 2011; Snead et al. 2009)? The 

archaeological approach applied to contemporary contexts allows for these questions to 

be usefully explored, removed from official narratives and zeroed in on the grounded 

material realities of social life (Dawdy 2015; Gonzalez-Ruibal 2008; Harrison and 

Schofield 2010). In the contemporary context of undocumented migration, billions of 

state dollars are spend on “securing the border,” but what does that actually mean?  
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 This project also highlights the unequal formation of the historical or 

archaeological record. Specifically, from a historiographic perspective it is relatively 

simple to track the movements and intentions of large-scale military or paramilitary 

forces working under the auspices of a state power. Many scholars have even 

productively used states’ own records to read between the lines and infer unspoken 

intentions for classifying and targeting their own populaces (Alexander 2012; Andreas 

2013; Cacho 2012; Heyman 2014; Kearney 2004). In this instance, undocumented 

migrants are funneled into dangerous territory as a means of deterring them from ever 

illicitly crossing the U.S.-Mexico border. This is read as the abandonment of those 

classified outside of state care (Doty 2011; Magaña 2008; Rubio-Goldsmith et al. 2016; 

Squire 2015).  

 In many ways, the evidence of informal political maneuverings are more difficult 

to trace (Andreas 2013; Hartnett and Dawdy 2013; Napolitano 2015). I work on the 

premise that people who continue to make dangerous undocumented journeys across 

sovereign borders are also exercising a form of politics (Papadopoulos et al. 2008; Slack 

and Campbell 2016; Wheatley 2015). On the one hand, this can assessed from official 

state records describing the magnitude of official efforts to interdict autonomous 

migrants. There has been an enormous expenditure of state resources to address 

undocumented border crossing. In this way, marginalized people crossing borders with 

minimal resources at their disposal, who also often lack political voices otherwise, have 

tremendous effects on formal political processes. On the other hand, ethnographers 

working extensively with migrants have focused much more on methods migrants use to 

navigate risk, or to document the suffering endured during a cross border journey 
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(Durand and Massey 2004; Hagan 2008; Sheridan 2009; Slack et al. 2013; Vogt 2012). 

Archaeologists working with migrant material culture have tended to focus more on 

migrant belongings from a synchronic perspective, where materials represent the 

routinized and widespread suffering endured by migrants from the use wear of shoes, or 

the torn and bloodied clothing left behind during travel (de Leon 2013; de Leon et al. 

2015). This focus on the moment is a product of the fragmented material record that is 

subject to removal and decay. In other words, to look at only on what is on the ground in 

a given moment is to focus on that moment, which tends to leave one with a sense of 

migrant agency diminished to the lost item bearing evidence of the owner’s physical 

strain. These scholars caution against considering the agency of migrants in transit, who 

are subject to profound structural violence by the state: "We do not wish to 

overemphasize agency of undocumented migrants relative to the structural violence of 

border policy” (Gokee & De Leon 2014: 140). My concern is that in their effort to expose 

the violence of state policies these previous studies unintentionally tend to valorize states’ 

efforts to secure their borders, making it seem as if border security is highly effective if 

not omnipresent in the border region (Papadopoulos et al. 2008; Squire 2015).  

 For a large geographic scale and a multi-decade reading of the evolving 

relationship between border security and migration, as well as a referendum on the 

effectiveness of border security, I argue that it is necessary to more directly acknowledge 

and find ways to work with the fragmentary material record left on the landscapes of 

border zones. Such an approach involves work with the community of U.S. citizens who 

find and keep migrant supplies as mementoes and heritage objects, or document their 

efforts to remove such materials from the landscape. It involves creative attempts to use 
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these secondary records of the collections of the primary evidence as means to facilitate a 

view beyond the moment, towards the longer-term processes behind both migration and 

border enforcement.  

Theories Engaged 

Sovereignty is established at borders through a reliance of border militarization and 

infrastructure building, in addition to blunt violence. Border enforcement is 

operationalized through maximizing exposure, suffering, and vulnerability of migrants 

(Jiminez 2009; Martinez et al. 2013; Magaña 2008; NMD 2011; Slack et al. 2013). At 

one point, this reality was frankly stated by one anonymous U.S. Border Patrol (USBP) 

agent with whom Magaña (2008) developed a rapport during the course of her 

dissertation fieldwork. The agent described how migrants who suffer in the course of 

their journeys are less likely to try to cross the border again if unsuccessful. 

The people who keep on going back [to the desert] are the ones who didn’t struggle; they 

didn’t fare badly. They had the good fortune to be stopped by Border Patrol right away, 

and they didn’t suffer. They did not suffer blisters on their feet. They did not suffer 

sprained ankles. They did not suffer assaults. They did not suffer thirst or hunger. So, 

they say, ‘it wasn’t so bad (…) I’m going to try again (…)’ Oh, but once they were 

assaulted; and one their women was raped–a sister, wife, someone–and, on top of that, 

they twisted a leg, and suffered hunger, and suffered thirst…No. Those are the ones that 

won’t return anymore (quoted in Magaña 2008: 39).  

At the same time, this violence is hidden in two senses, being once removed from 

a person pulling a trigger, and because border strategy funnels undocumented migration 

into remote and hard-to-reach terrain where what transpires is largely invisible to the 
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general public (Alonso 2005; de Leon 2015; Doty 2011; Magaña 2008). Still, migrant 

deaths are one of the most observable outcomes of dysfunctional border security policy. 

The understanding of migrant deaths as a humanitarian crisis has been and continues to 

be one of the central precepts of this work.  

Though the journeys undertaken by migrants are undeniably violent and 

subjugating, my goal is to discuss the process of migration as dialectically entwined with 

the process and politics of border enforcement. Among the scholars who do focus on 

suffering and subjugation as first principles in the study of undocumented migration, I see 

a systematic misrepresentation of border security in these scholars’ focus on its all-too 

efficient power to cause death and suffering. They focus on its proficiency as a killing 

machine and undermine it for its inhumanity, but to this end, valorize it as monolithic and 

complete. This unintentionally reinforces the notion that the processes involved in border 

security are or could be made more effective if only more walls or more agents were 

added to the borderline. This approach does not undermine the strategies of border 

security at their source, asking whether they ultimately fulfill their purpose. Meanwhile, a 

wide body of mostly non-academic literature describe U.S. border security stratetgy as 

highly inefficient at stopping migration (AILA 2013; Alden 2017; Boyce 2016; Brown 

2010; Editorial Board 2015; Fitz et al. 2011; Maril 2006; Massey et al. 2016; USGAO 

2006, 2010, 2012). This is my point. I aim to represent border security in a manner that 

most closely aligns with the reality of its on-the-ground implementation, that also honors 

the political agency of migrants who have continued to cross borders despite the 

overwhelming political and paramilitary force mobilized to stop them. I see a dialectical 

process at work here, that perhaps cannot be viewed in looking at individual migrants’ 
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suffering, or slices in time that demonstrate the inhumanity of border enforcement as 

opposed to an evolving process constituted by formal and informal political forces that 

continue to work against each other. As Shannon Lee Dawdy writes of a dialectical 

approach in archaeology: "Taking one slice of time represented by a single 

archaeological stratum and viewing it dialectically means being disposed to think that it 

may not reflect a stable mode of life, but rather the tug of forces pulling in different 

directions” (Dawdy 2015: 6).  

Somewhat ironically, the remote and rugged terrain key to the state’s attempt to 

leverage danger and violence as migration deterrents also facilitates the difficult, yet 

unseen passage of migrants. Rugged, vast terrain prevents a state’s full control of its 

sovereign territory (Boyce 2015; Brown 2010; Sundberg 2011). The very tangible 

geography of the border, and the hard-worn pathways carved by the continual passage of 

migrants are key in this process. The invisibility of the migrant side of the story is also 

close in mind, both aspects necessitating an approach that foregrounds the tangible 

material world. Such an approach does not minimize the human processes involved or 

suffering, but rather bypasses the anthropocentrism that understands human social life 

only in terms of how humanity influences the material world. Rather, the focus is on the 

processes by which the material world influences human social life and especially human 

mobility through the world (Dawdy 2015; Gordillo 2013; Olsen 2003; Sundberg 2011; 

Tilley 2006).  

Terrain 

Full control of the vast terrain of the U.S.-Mexico border region where undocumented 

migration takes place is physically impossible because the territory in question is vast and 
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remote (Andreas 2009; Boyce 2015; De Genova and Peutz 2010). At the same time, 

“with the advent of policing strategies that diverted massive unauthorized transborder 

flows to this region, [the landscape’s inherent dangers] turned Machiavellian” (Magaña 

2008: 8). Still, within this space there is infinite potential for success, for arrest, or death.  

In the U.S.-Mexico border region, rough terrain inhibits even basic access to the 

places migrants cross the border by border security forces. In 2012, a USBP Sector chief 

from Texas discussed this issue of hindered accessibility. 

You can see what some of our territory looks like – its very remote, its very rugged, uh, 

it's hard to get to the border in most places. If you leave many of our stations it may take 

5 to 6 hours just to reach the border in that area . . . in most of the areas off the roads, uh, 

there's no cell coverage . . . and the further away from the border, to the interior you get, 

there's also a lack of radio repeaters and such, so for us it's just the general remoteness of 

the area, there's no infrastructure of any type, and that also includes electricity (field note, 

October 2012) (quoted in Boyce 2015: 5). 

The “tangible multiplicity and ruggedness of space” problematizes the sovereign 

vision of its territory as absolutely controllable. While crossing sovereign borders still 

comes with tangible requirements—whether crossing borders with all official 

documentation or surreptitiously journeying around formal ports of entry—it is possible 

to cross borders while disregarding sovereign and regulated throughways. Borders as 

material spaces are porous. In most cases, their rugged terrain and vast space create 

openings for autonomous migrants to escape capture (Papadopoulos et al. 2008; Squire 

2015). 
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 Returning to an archaeological approach, there are established methodologies for 

considering the factor of ruggedness and natural barriers for considering the tactical use 

of space for avoiding capture and/or minimizing energy expenditure for traversing space 

(Kantner 1997, 2011; Snead et al. 2009; Sunseri 2009; White and Surface-Evans 2012). I 

will discuss this further in the methods section.  

Infrastructure as Formal Politics Made Concrete 

On the U.S.-Mexico border, infrastructure like roads and walls represent state efforts to 

penetrate and control rugged wilderness territory, also smoothing it for law enforcement 

access. But, such efforts dig in to the ground and man fixed lines of control through 

infrastructure building have been frustrated by the mobility of migrants, who are in turn 

funneled to more difficult-to-penetrate territory when they avoid the government’s border 

infrastructure as much as possible. For example, in 2002 in the USBP Tucson Station’s 

area of operation, border agents identified one corridor adjacent to the city of Nogales as 

the most trafficked corridor for illicit migration. The station increased personnel and 

initiated efforts to build a wall to block the identified corridor, but “smugglers were able 

to effectively and efficiently move their operations to other areas. A dramatic increase in 

apprehensions in the Douglas and Naco corridor was soon observed” (BLM 2002). More 

than a decade later, legislation mandated that USBP achieve 100 percent total 

surveillance of the border landscape and an arrest rate of 90 percent of all migrant 

individuals who attempt a clandestine border crossing, all while employing the same 

basic methods as they did in the years before (Boyce 2015; USGAO 2013). 

 To date, the mandated practical functionality of border security infrastructure 

remains unfulfilled (Alden 2017; Boyce 2015; Massey et al. 2016; USGAO 2017). 
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Rather, the infrastructure of border security has moved migration elsewhere, in the 

process exacerbating the violence endured by migrants who bypass this infrastructure in 

more remote and rugged territory. The political solution to these flaws has been a 

perennial dialogue about building more walls and roads and surveillance towers. What 

comes to light is that the monumental infrastructure projects of border security must do 

something more than their official technical purpose to still be considered a viable option 

for border security.  

 So, what do walls achieve outside of the technical and practical function of 

blocking undocumented migrant passage into the United States? Walls are concrete 

evidence for “doing something” in the face of long-term, intractable social processes that 

provoke people to make dangerous cross-border journeys (Bowden 2007; Brown 2010; 

Dorsey and Diaz-Barriga 2010; Sheridan 2009). The infrastructure of border security 

represents the aspirational goal of absolute control of territory (Brown 2010; Harvey and 

Knox 2012; Larkin 2013).  

 Foucault (1997) discusses “governmentality” as the apparatuses of population 

control manufactured through diffuse surveillance structures and systems that ensnare 

individuals within a populace, leaving them beholden to the state. Processes of 

governmentality extend the reach of states’ monopolies on violence, at the limits their 

actually being able to exist everywhere and see everyone at once (Brown 2010; De 

Genova and Peutz 2010; Foucault 1997; Smith 2011). Infrastructure is one of these 

mechanisms, tangibly representing state control, but also standing in where control might 

not exist in any other form (Harvey and Knox 2012; Larkin 2013). “Infrastructures are 

the means by which a state proffers these representations to its citizens and asks them to 
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take those representations as social facts. It creates a politics of ‘as if’… it were a realist 

representation” (Larkin 2013: 335).  

Informal Politics 

On the other side of the coin, the act of circumventing laws that inhibit survival has long 

been the sole means of political action for marginalized populations, who often otherwise 

lack voices in formal politics or the ability to change their circumstances through formal 

legal systems (Bloch 1973; Campbell and Heyman 2007; Comaroff and Comaroff 2006; 

Das and Randeria 2015; Scott 1985, 2012). This understanding forms a pillar of my 

theoretical framework. In the words of Annales historian Marc Bloch (1973): “Almost 

invariably doomed to defeat and eventual massacre, the great insurrections were 

altogether too disorganized to achieve any lasting result. [Instead,] the patient, silent 

struggles stubbornly carried out by rural communities over the years would accomplish 

more than these flashes in the pan.” This extends to informal political action, often 

illegal, collectively enacted over time, eschewing any formal political goals or centralized 

organization, and designed to achieve practical needs. Bloch’s work exposes how these 

forms of politics have important though often ignored significance, precisely because 

their quotidian, silent, and prolonged occurrence makes them elusive from an archival 

standpoint. Many times, informal politics are often not large, visible events, but an array 

of small individual actions that are only perceptible on a collective scale (Campbell and 

Heyman 2012; Scott 1990, 2012). A view of migration as informal politics foregrounds 

the dialectical relationship between informal practical politics and formal political 

processes. 
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A growing movement within the discipline of archaeology calls for a focus on 

material culture to define both the contingency of power vis a vis its tangible outcomes 

(Dawdy 2015; Funari et al. 2010; Gonzalez-Ruibal 2006; Ludlow Collective 2001; 

Moshenska 2008; Saitta 2007; Saunders 2003; Schofield & Kiddey 2011; Silliman 2014). 

This approach can demonstrate the limited role of political ideology in lived experience, 

as much as it may reveal that an ideology's articulated precepts do not match how it is 

lived. Similarly, a material approach is able to view what people and government 

agencies do, versus what they say they do, a point where there may be divergence when 

people consciously or unconsciously attempt to represent their experiences in light of 

their beliefs (Rathje & Murphy 2001). I argue that as a discipline focused on material 

culture as primary evidence, archaeology facilitates a view of the on-the-ground effects 

and banal materiality underlying forms of power as physically implemented (Buchli & 

Lucas 2001; Dawdy 2015; Gonzalez-Ruibal 2008). With this dissertation, I emphasize 

the ability of archaeology to study informal politics such as undocumented migration, 

that are otherwise deliberately clandestine, anonymous, and far from public scrutiny (Das 

and Randeria 2015; Scott 2012).  

Further, archaeology is a power way of tracing illicit activities because of the way 

in which such activities elude traditional records, in part because such activities leave few 

traces by design. This operates on multiple levels. The material records—the 

unauthorized trails, human remains, and intimate objects dropped along the pathways of 

undocumented migration—have stories to tell about what is happening when interpreted 

through an archaeological lens. Illicit actions are viewed through the lens of legality, 

where breaking the law makes someone a criminal without room for examining the 
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rationale for the transgression. In this way, the biographies of objects left behind by such 

acts have the potential to reframe the narrative in a manner apart from any implicit racial 

biases held by law enforcement (Hartnett and Dawdy 2013; Smith and Reynolds 2013). 

Here, the illicit action of undocumented migration, and the scale on which the illicit 

activity takes place despite the violence entailed in border enforcement activities, also 

starts to reveal something about the unsustainability of the law enforcement model. Such 

actions are also potentially world-changing, where sovereign power rearranges its 

systems of capture to confront the new realities posed by those who elude it. In this case, 

“the millions of inappropriate/d bodies [of undocumented migrants] render borders 

permeable de facto, throw the current regime of control into disarray, [and] force 

sovereignty to reassemble itself—everyday imperceptible politics become escape from a 

regime of control” (Papadopoulos et al. 2008: 77).  

A view of migration as informal political action allows for a discussion of its 

relationship to formal politics. What are the dynamics of this engagement? Foucault 

(2012) offers a useful starting point as he extensively discusses state power but also its 

inverse, being informal politics. “Instead of analyzing the apparatus exercising 

power…Foucault analyzes the mechanisms that sap the strength of these institutions and 

surreptitiously reorganize…the functioning of power: ‘miniscule’ technical procedures 

acting on and with details” (de Certeau 2011: xiv). Foucault (2012) provides some 

indication of how to gauge the impact of informal political actions, where “localized 

episodes are historically unimportant, but become significant as accumulated they come 

to impact the system as a whole” (27). 
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Materiality  

Archaeology largely works from a partial material record to tell the stories of people from 

the past, whose history is unrecorded. I argue that archaeology can also serve this 

function in the present for those considered subaltern, marginalized, or whose voices 

otherwise lack political distinction (Buchli and Lucas 2001; Ferrardiz 2006; Funari et al. 

2010; Gonzalez-Ruibal 2008; McGuire 2008). The ability to participate in and influence 

politics starts from a position of privilege. Contemporary archaeologists consider this 

directly, where a major motivation for doing archaeology of contemporary times was the 

prioritization of “other forms of knowledge …” because “[Discursive and textual] forms 

of knowledge prioritize certain kinds of experience over others which are politically 

inflected and privilege certain kinds of knowledge and certain kinds of people” (Buchli 

quoted in Gonzalez-Ruibal et al. 2014: 267). Archaeology has the power to democratize 

the formation of the historical record, starting from the lowest common denominator: 

material evidence.  

History begins with bodies and artifacts: living brains, fossils, buildings… What 

happened leaves traces, some of which are quite concrete—buildings, dead bodies, 

censuses, monuments, diaries, political boundaries—that limit the range and significance 

of any historical narrative. This is one of the many reasons why not any fiction can pass 

for history: the materiality of the sociohistorical process…sets the stage for future 

historical narratives (Trouillot 1995: 29).  

Simply put, the basis for all history is material. Materials do not just represent 

human social life, but are instead a “medium through which […] values, ideas and social 

distinctions are constantly reproduced and legitimized, or transformed” (Tilley 2006: 61). 
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Archaeology also works from a partial material record—from mere traces—to tell the 

stories of people from the past, whose history is unrecorded. I argue that archaeology can 

also serve this function in the present for those considered subaltern, bare life, or whose 

voices otherwise lack political distinction (Buchli and Lucas 2001; Ferrardiz 2006; 

Funari et al. 2010; Gonzalez-Ruibal 2008; McGuire 2008). Contemporary archaeologists 

acknowledge the privileged position and of spoken testimony and the written record 

directly. A major motivation of establishing contemporary archaeology was the 

prioritization of “other forms of knowledge …” because “[Discursive and textual] forms 

of knowledge prioritize certain kinds of experience over others which are politically 

inflected and privilege certain kinds of knowledge and certain kinds of people” (Buchli 

quoted in Gonzalez-Ruibal et al. 2014: 267).  

 In many ways, material culture can be considered pre-discursive, where ineffable 

emotions and traumatic occurrences leave traces that might elude the ability of words to 

express. Numerous contemporary archaeological studies have shown that those 

experiencing trauma often develop complicated relationships with certain evocative 

objects that come to materialize and mediate their struggles (Dawdy 2006, 2016; Edkins 

2011; Kidron 2012; Moshenska 2008, 2009; Parkin 1999; Saunders 2003; Tilley 2006; 

Turkle 2007). In a way, these materials then speak at the limits of language. For example, 

Kidron (2012) discusses Holocaust survivors’ use of certain evocative objects from their 

past to wordlessly transmit their ineffable experiences to their children. Edkins (2011) 

studied the ways in which New Yorkers curated missing persons notices hung along the 

streets after 9/11 for months without explicit organization, even after it was clear that the 

people for whom those notices hung were likely deceased.  
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 Finally, bringing primary evidence to the fore can also promote accountability for 

state violence that otherwise occurs because it is invisible or because the people hurt lack 

political visibility. The archaeological process of unearthing is a form of materializing 

and mediating the traumas of the present (Buchli and Lucas 2001; Harrison and Schofield 

2010). Many contemporary archaeologists focus on mass graves and recovering those 

who “disappeared” or were killed as a result of state violence. This process exposes the 

deaths that had been hidden from sight allows families tangible proof of their relatives’ 

deaths, and as such, represents a means of catharsis. In a sense, this process allows the 

once hidden dead to tell their stories (Ferrardiz 2006; Funari et al. 2010; Gonzalez-Ruibal 

2008). The archaeologist translates the material testimony of those who may not have 

voices, and go a step further, by tangibly manifesting evidence of those experiences.  

It has been proposed…that the mission of the archaeology of supermodernity [the 

excessive nature of the present period, an era starting with World War I] is not only 

telling other stories…. [but] making manifest–a revelation that allows the return of the 

repressed, the unsayable. It is from this point of view above all that archaeology can 

perform a therapeutic–as well as political–function. Making manifest means performing 

the political act of unveiling what the supermodern power machine does not want to be 

shown…. This is in fact what the descendants of those killed in the Spanish Civil War 

want: not so much historical explanations or alternative stories as their relatives’ corpses–

not so much meaning as presence. Only these acts of disclosure can bring healing to those 

who have suffered supermodernity’s violence (Gonzalez-Ruibal 2008: 262). 
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Heritage and Historical Formation 

Returning to the idea of historical formation, this project revolves around material culture 

as a primary line of evidence, and as such, the role of material evidence in the formation 

of the historical record. I specifically approach the complex, intensely reported upon, and 

politicized topic of present-day undocumented migration from a material culture 

perspective because I see the documentary record on this topic as being formed 

unequally. The most visible records of the events of undocumented migration center 

around monumental border infrastructure—e.g., the walls—and migrant deaths. The 

stories using these visible records as starting points tend to be about the cruel power of 

the state and victimization of migrants. These stories are not untrue, but they are partial. I 

consider this the case in large part because of the other lines of evidence that exist, 

indicating more a dialectical engagement between power as exercised by states to control 

their borders and the continued autonomous movement of undocumented migrants. The 

material traces left from the act of undocumented migration are numerous, extending to 

objects left behind, as well as the trails they create in the act of walking. This record is 

largely viewed as simply “trash” or ruins (de Leon et al. 2015; Sundberg 2008). The 

variety of primary records available—migrant belongings, migrant deaths, and border 

infrastructure—are never viewed holistically or comparatively.  

 When considering a material culture approach to failing state projects or modern 

ruins, the pioneering work of Walter Benjamin is often used as a theoretical starting place 

(Dawdy 2010, 2016; Olsen and Pétursdóttir 2014). In his unfinished Passegenwerk 

(Benjamin 2002), Benjamin meditated on the ruins of the Paris Arcades, abandoned as 

the decadence of a bygone era, as emblematic of how grand ideas sometimes fail to 
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match the needs or realities of the society in which they operate (Buck-Morss 1989; 

Dawdy 2015). Archaeologists have recently begun using Benjamin to rethink the concept 

of heritage and the ideas behind materiality, acknowledging the ways by which material 

culture influences human social life beyond its direct utilitarian functions (Dawdy 2010; 

Olsen 2003; Olsen and Pétursdóttir 2014; Pétursdóttir 2012). This applies both to the 

“aura” of certain objects created by the intimate relationship those things may have 

shared with human counterparts (Dawdy 2016; Napolitano 2015; Saunders 2003), and the 

lasting material uncanniness of ruins as they take part of society’s process of absorbing 

uncomfortable heritage (Moshenska 2006; Olsen and Pétursdóttir 2014; Pétursdóttir 

2012). In the latter case, interactions with such materials are the means by which society 

negotiates what defines its heritage, rather than merely being the symbolic backdrop of 

such negotiations (Miller 2010; Tilley 2006). Acknowledging this allows for a wider 

questioning of the heritage process, wherein heritage practitioners interrupt the process of 

decay for objects or sites deemed worthy heritage, and preserve them as “frozen facts” 

(Pétursdóttir 2012: 43). If ruination is a feature of world dialectically formed by the push 

and pull of human interventions and forces of decay and degradation taking place outside 

of humans’ ability to control, then the preservation of decaying ruins creates a sense of 

stability that fundamentally misrepresents the processual nature of human social life 

(Dawdy 2015; Pétursdóttir 2012).  

The traditional idea is that as things or sites become heritage they should by means of 

management and conservation, be rescued from any material process natural to them and 

turned into frozen facts, into stable points of departure around which processes of 

intangible value prescription may evolve. In other words, things are made manageable—
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restrained, controlled and kept from revealing themselves to us in their true being 

(Pétursdóttir 2012: 43). 

 The preservation drive of heritage is also a process of sanitizing the messiness of 

human social life, glossing over tensions and contradictions that ruins physically embody 

(Pétursdóttir 2012; Tilley 2006). This tendency to sanitize is also a tendency to ignore 

subaltern and minority heritage, and to look for idealizations of the past rather than what 

showcases it violence and persisting inequality (Buchli and Lucas 2001; Gonzalez-Ruibal 

2008; Harrison 2010; Shackel et al. 2011). Trouillot (1995) reminds us that such silences 

within the historical record are actively created, rather than passive or accidental.  

The presences and absences embodied in sources (artifacts and bodies that turn an event 

into a fact) or archives (facts collected, thematized, and processed as documents and 

monuments) are neither neutral or natural. They are created. As such, they are not mere 

presences and absences, but mentions or silences of various kinds and degrees. By 

silence, I mean an active and transitive process: one “silences” a fact or an individual as a 

silencer silences a gun. One engages in the practice of silencing. Mentions and silences 

are thus active, dialectical counterparts of which history is the synthesis (Trouillot 1995: 

48).  

 A dialectical approach involves both (a) documenting minority and subaltern 

heritage at its source—in the form of artifacts and bodies—bearing close in mind that 

doing so represents an unconventional historiography, but also (b) representing the 

dialectical heritage creation processes as they take place when people directly confront 

this source evidence—artifacts and bodies—on the ground and negotiate their heritage 

value.  



 36 

Research Methods  

The methods chosen for this project were selected to respond to the theoretical and 

applied questions, in light of the evidence available. The project goal was to mobilize 

primary material evidence to compare the state’s attempts to secure its borders to the 

informal political strategies used by migrants to cross borders. This is fundamentally a 

dialectical approach to the power issues at the border, but also extends to a focus on the 

nature of evidence related to informal actors versus formal actors and formalized political 

processes. Mine is a diachronic approach, with a focus on change over time for the 

difficulty of migrant journeys relative to border enforcement. It is also a focus on 

geography, as one of the primary vehicles of violence within the issue of contemporary 

undocumented migration that comes with the routing of migrant cross-border pathways 

away from easiest to reach cross-border routes towards more remote and treacherous 

wilderness.  

 To prepare for this research, I first conducted a comparative study of 

ethnographies and studies that involved direct interviews with undocumented migrants 

along the U.S.-Mexico border (Durand and Massey 2004; Magaña 2008; Martinez 2001; 

Sheridan 2009; Slack et al. 2013; Spener 2009; Urrea 2004; Vogt 2012; Wheatley 2015, 

to name a few), and referenced the existing studies of migrant material culture offered by 

the Undocumented Migration Project (de Leon 2012, 2013, 2015; de Leon et al. 2015; 

Gokee and de Leon 2014) to gain a concept of how the landscape of migration and the 

experiences of migrants have changed over time. I also read a host of works that focused 

on the evolving border security apparatus (Andreas 2009; Boyce 2015; Coalicíon de 

Derechos Humanos and No More Deaths 2017; Dunn 1996, 2009; McGuire 2013; Miller 
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2014; Nevins 2010). I read each these works with recognition that taken on an individual 

basis, they offered views of moments in time within the shifting process and the ongoing 

funneling of migrant routes to more difficult pathways vis a vis border security. I used 

these records to determine where my focus should lie, and what kinds of evidence were 

available to me, also building from my 2010 Masters thesis about the types of 

undocumented migrant material left behind on the southern Arizona border and the site 

types and uses they represented (Soto 2010).   

 I then chose five lines of primary material evidence that reflected the changing 

geography of migration in the most walled region of the border, USBP’s Tucson Sector 

(USGAO 2017). These include: (1) the publically available environmental impact studies 

for border infrastructure building projects in Arizona; (2) the publically available map 

data of migrant death locations in southern Arizona; (3) public records and map data 

associated with organized efforts to either provide aid to migrants in transit, or to remove 

migrant materials from the southern Arizona wilderness landscape; and (4) 38 semi-

structured interviews1 with U.S.-based individuals living and working in proximity to the 

Arizona-Sonora border over five or more years, positioned to view changes over time in 

the migration and border enforcement presence over time. Additionally (5) I used 

archaeological survey techniques to verify the time periods associated with records 

associated with migrant material culture. I used GIS software (ArcGIS 10.5) to map each 

of these records and facilitate a comparative assessment that also took into account the 

physical terrain of the border landscape.  

                                                
1 I include interviews I conducted during my Masters fieldwork in 2010 that received institutional review at 
the University of Bristol, and interviews I conducted in 2016 with institutional review from the University 
of Arizona. 
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Here, I discuss each line of evidence in greater depth and describe why these particular 

methodologies were chosen.   

Archival Data from Infrastructure Building Projects 

This collection of these records came from the archives at the Tohono O’odham Museum 

and Cultural Center in Topawa, Arizona. The Tribal Archaeologist allowed me to access 

the various reports and email exchanges that took place between his office, the other 

organizations overseeing heritage and environmental integrity of the southern Arizona 

border region, and agents of USBP and the Department of Homeland Security (DHS). 

This archive contains detailed data on the border enforcement infrastructure build up that 

took place between the late 1990s and the present.  

These documents stated the official strategic purpose of various forms of 

infrastructure, as well as their locations. They discussed, to some extent, how ongoing 

building related to past infrastructure, and gave some indication of the day-to-day 

processes of building especially as it related to environmental and heritage concerns.  

In all, I focused on 329 documents, numbering nearly 10,000 pages and created a 

searchable database consolidating relevant information from each. I also scanned, 

georeferenced, and digitized records from all maps associated with infrastructure 

building. I created GIS shapefiles for each building project that could be displayed and 

symbolized by year constructed and type.  

Migrant Death Data 

Death records in the USBP Tucson Sector are primarily collected and organized for 

public access by the Pima County Office of the Medical Examiner (PCOME) in 
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partnership with the humanitarian organization, Humane Borders. This data is also 

published online on an open sourced map (Humane Borders 2017). PCOME serves Pima 

County in Arizona, a county that makes up most of the Tucson Sector. It also works with 

other border counties in the Tucson Sector given its larger capacity and the more 

expansive services it provides, including those of a forensic anthropological team (BMI 

2015). The recorded sites where migrant remains were discovered provided a direct line 

of evidence for the violence migrants experience at the U.S.-Mexico border (Anderson 

and Parks 2008; Martinez et al. 2013).  

As migrant bodies are discovered in varying states of decay, when a migrant body 

is discovered may be years separate from time of death. For this project, that was an 

important distinction. Death locations allow an approximation to be made of volume of 

use in migrants’ clandestine travel corridors and their change over time. This is based on 

the premise that the highest traffic corridors–as they represent the physical dimension of 

the “funnel effect”–are also the places where migrants are most likely to die at the highest 

rates. Despite this, death data may still be useful as a proxy for volume of trail use in 

particular areas by migrants. As such, the data potentially plays a role in viewing both the 

funnel effect in macro.  

There are several other potential pitfalls with collected death data. Because many 

migrant remains are recovered by happenstance, and because of the high volume of 

missing persons reports issued on behalf of migrants to various humanitarian agencies, it 

is believed the number of discovered migrant remains is lower (if not significantly lower) 

than the actual number of deaths which occur each year, with many bodies never 

recovered (Green 2008; Reineke 2013; Rubio-Goldsmith et al. 2006). This means that 
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certain particularly difficult to reach travel corridors where migrants die may be 

unknown. As such, using death records as a means for modeling may skew results. After 

all, central to the task of undocumented migration is avoiding detection, largely 

accomplished by travel through difficult to reach places. Therefore, it is probable that 

available data on migrant deaths comes with systematic bias.  

Migrant Material Culture 

Though many tracts along the U.S.-Mexico border represent areas of remote and hostile 

desert wilderness, over the last decades, markers of clandestine human presence were 

widely dispersed along this terrain. These markers include unauthorized trails as well as a 

host of materials left behind. The trails and materials are mostly quotidian and otherwise 

unremarkable, including empty food and drink containers, backpacks and clothing. These 

are the passages forged and objects carried by undocumented migrants, who travel for 

several days on foot through some of the harshest territory in the country. They do this in 

order to cross an increasingly militarized border undetected (de Leon 2012, 2015; 

Wheatley 2015).  

 These materials are often dropped or left behind by migrants as they travel 

through the border wilderness, forming a primary record of migrants’ presence and 

pathways. However, this ephemeral record is subject to decay after prolonged element 

exposure, and is also subject to massive removal by local groups who view this record as 

an environmental hazard. Still in 2002, the Bureau of Land Management estimated that 

each undocumented migrant traveling through the Arizona border wilderness left behind 

at least eight pounds of material, multiplied by millions of individuals over nearly two 

decades. The material record, though fragile in many senses, is also a robust record of 
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migrant passage.  

 In terms of documenting long-term patterns associated with these materials, 

several sources were available. Land management agencies with jurisdiction along the 

border largely perceive the material culture left behind by migrants as trash, and have 

organized wide-scale federally funded efforts to remove these materials from the 

landscape (BLM 2002-2015). These efforts formally take place under a multi-agency 

cooperative agreement called the Southern Arizona Project (SAP), and as a part of their 

mandate publish annual reports about activities associated with cleaning migrant 

materials from the borderlands. I compiled these annual reports, cataloging the specific 

descriptive and locational information about cleaned migrant sites. As the primary 

evidence from the SAP involved removing thousands of metric tons of migrant materials 

from the landscape, it became even more clear that any materials I would be able to 

locate in the present would not reflect the kinds of locations of migrant materials left 

behind even a year ago, much less five or ten years ago.  

 The archaeological efforts to document the material culture of migrants, published 

by the Undocumented Migration Project (UMP), were ultimately unhelpful for my 

purposes, with rare discussions of dates of migrant sites. This information gap was also 

instructional for me, as I came to realize that even a wide-scale archaeological project 

involving multiple summers of field schools operating to record migrant sites did not 

necessarily present a great deal of information about site patterns and the changing 

geography of migration. Still, the most important revelation from the UMP was that the 

materials associated with migration are evidence of the embodied suffering enduring by 

migrants in transit (de Leon 2015; Gokee and de Leon 2014).  
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 As I worked with the data from the SAP that was useful in assessing the aggregate 

distribution of migrant materials from 2002 to present, there was also a need to keep in 

mind the informational and heritage value of the individual items involved. It was also 

necessary to ground-truth the SAP data to the extent possible, to assess the actual 

temporal relationship between ongoing migration and the time a clean-up took place. In 

doing so, I was able to discern whether migrant activity continued to take place after a 

given location was cleaned (the answer is yes), providing some evidence of the cyclical 

use of some migration sites and corridors.  

Archaeological Survey 

In addition to collecting and mapping SAP sites, this fourth line of evidence for this 

dissertation project also involved archaeological documentation and survey within 

corridors of unauthorized migration. I spent summer through fall 2016 walking trails 

recorded from 2004 to 2012 by local humanitarian activists that overlapped with 21 SAP 

sites dated 2002 to present.  

Humanitarian trail data was incredibly useful for this project, as these 

organizations’ map records are time-stamped, enabling to note whether these trails were 

discovered in 2004, or any other year. In trail corridors and at SAP sites, I recorded 

locations of dateable materials (e.g., food and drink containers with visible expiration 

dates). I also recorded trails pathways with a handheld GPS. To the extent possible, I 

gathered before and after photos of clean-up sites as a basis for comparison and compared 

these to the current status of such locations.  
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Archaeological work in this phase is my window into the experiences of migrants 

in transit, and particularly how that experience has changed over time given enforcement 

efforts and infrastructure building. I rely on this data in conjunction with literature review 

of ethnography conducted with migrants (e.g., de Leon 2015; Durand and Massey 2004; 

Hagan 2008; Magaña 2008; Sheridan 2009) to incorporate migrants’ perspectives of the 

meaning for and practical use of materials found in the desert, as well as their broader 

experiences of border crossing through Arizona.  

Archaeological Ethnography  

Simply put, archaeological ethnography is ethnography focused on people’s interactions 

with things, rather than the traditional sense of ethnoarchaeology that studied 

archaeological formation processes in the present to make analogies to the formation of 

similar sites from the past (Gonzalez-Ruibal 2006, 2014; Hamilkakis 2011). 

Archaeological ethnography was employed with border stakeholders who have lived and 

worked in the southern Arizona border wilderness since the early 2000s, including land 

managers (n=19), ranchers (n=2), humanitarian aid workers (n=12), and law enforcement 

(n=3). I understand change in the borderlands to be uniquely visible to those who have 

stayed in place as it has occurred around them. During interviews discussed their 

observed changes of the volume and types of migrant material culture encountered, the 

changing use of continuously observed migration corridors, their evolving relationships 

with USBP, and how observed changes related to the construction border enforcement 

infrastructure. 

These interviews add to the existing literature on unauthorized migration, which 

tends to focus on the contemporary and emergent nature of the border militarization, and 
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thus conditions as they exist when the given researcher undertakes his or her work, with 

little sense of history. These include a number of otherwise important works (Magaña 

2008; Piekielek 2009; Sheridan 2009). With my research, I aim document the material 

and geographic dimensions of transitions that took place under the current regime of 

border enforcement.  

To a large extent, the interviews were arranged using a snowball sampling 

methodology, through which I made contact with new interviewees through contacts 

established during previous interviews. I included interviews from the Masters fieldwork 

in this dissertation project given the overlapping lines of questioning. I conducted second 

interviews with many of the individuals I met during my Masters fieldwork, and met with 

several of my interviewees multiple times as my project progressed or as they uncovered 

new information they wished to share with me. I transcribed interviews and conduct basic 

textual analysis to identify themes using NVivo software.  

Digital Mapping 

All of the evidence described above was compiled in ArcMap 10.5 to construct a model 

of the funnel effect of migration relative to enforcement.  

Through digital mapping software, basic elevation maps can display points of 

elevation per 10m to 30m square pixel of a digital map image. Elevation surfaces can 

then be transformed to approximate the physical difficulty of traversing the landscape on 

the ground, based on slope gradients. This transformed surface is known as a “cost 

surface.” Cost surfaces are based on the relatively simple principle that as slope increases 

on a landscape, that landscape becomes exponentially more difficult to traverse on foot. 

By forming a cost surface, one can also calculate an easiest route between known points 
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on a landscape. These easiest routes are known as “least cost paths,” modeled using path 

distance, the most energy efficient routes from point variables A to point B (Machinovina 

1996; White 2007; White and Surface Evans 2012). The use of cost surfaces and least 

cost paths are useful heuristics in the process of modeling undocumented migration in 

relation to law enforcement. Previous research on a small scale carried out by the author 

demonstrated that migrant trails are often the opposite of least cost routes, seeming to 

deliberately avoid easier to reach and easier to walk areas of the landscape. It is posited 

that once a temporal dimension is added to mapped trail routes, a progression of 

migrants’ movement to increasingly harder to reach areas may be visible.  

Data was analyzed over a cost surface to assess changing levels of physical 

difficulty in tandem with their changing courses over time. The goal was to better discuss 

the funneling of migration to more difficult areas, both regionally and locally. I compared 

these trends with the building of border security infrastructure, and other aspects of 

physically securing the border.  

Three Article Dissertation 

Appendix A: Migration Dialectics and the Funnel Effect: A material 

culture approach to border security on the Arizona-Sonora border, 

2000-present (accepted pending revisions in Political Geography) 

The goal of this paper is to discuss the many ramifications of border geography, as the 

funnel effect—the ways in which border enforcement aims to deter migration by 

funneling undocumented movement into dangerous territory. The paper is premised on 

the conventional knowledge along the border that the geography of migration has become 
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more difficult over time. I break this out into a timeline of regional geographic shifts in 

migration geography vis a vis the funnel effect in the Border Patrol Tucson Sector, one of 

the busiest regions for undocumented migration activity in the United States. I then 

discuss the funnel effect in terms of known locations of body recovery and locations of 

clean-ups over time to gain a general sense of how the more local geography of migration 

has shifted. I follow up using both ethnographic evidence and data gained from 

archaeological survey of migrant trails from a variety of periods within the last 15 years. I 

find that trails have shifted to more difficult areas, but that this assumption is not as 

straightforward as it might seem. The complexities of this shift also implicate the 

effectiveness of border enforcement itself. 

Appendix B: Object Afterlives and the Burden of History: Between 

“trash” and “heritage” in the steps of migrants (accepted pending 

minor revisions in the American Anthropologist)  

This is a project with a focus on dark or conflict heritage as it is made (Bender and Winer 

2001; Funari 2010; Stone 2012; Walter 2009). Among those who live and work in the 

borderlands, this contemporary situation is already conceptualized in terms of its heritage 

potential. Will we remember this episode in history as we remember the Berlin Wall, or 

Japanese internment camps in the United States, as many of the border residents 

participating in my project speculate? Certain public land managers along the border 

already anticipate that their heritage future may well be as lands associated with the 

migration experience, circa the turn of the 21st century. But, how does one curate history 

in the making? Among the lines of evidence I pursued associated with undocumented 

migration, almost all were being actively erased, from the archives of plan drawings for 
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border infrastructure, to National Park Service reports about detainments of migrants, to 

the material culture left behind by migrants. Similarly, many in the border community 

curate certain items of “trash” left behind by migrants, keeping some select evocative 

pieces while routinely disposing of others. One person I interviewed was a janitor for the 

Border Patrol who decided to curate years worth of migrant objects that the border 

security agency had thrown in the trash. Thus, questions of memory and materiality are 

entwined with questions of absence and meaning derived from absence (Fowles 2013). I 

encountered this reality constantly in fieldwork, as when a place known to have been a 

major clandestine travel corridor for migration was often found completely cleared of all 

evidence of use. I also routinely walked past coordinates where migrant bodies were 

recovered, and where no evidence of that tragedy was left. 

This paper was prompted by de Leon et al.’s (2015) and Squire’s (2014) 

discussion of structural violence and the erasure of history vis a vis migrant trash clean 

ups, and other aspects in which migration traces are removed from the landscape in 

southern Arizona. I also consider the parallel assertions that agency should not be 

attributed to migrant objects (Gokee and de Leon 2014), that there is no hope in garbage 

(Banks 2009), and that border locals should attempt to maintain and not disturb the 

materials left behind by migrants so that such materials can be analyzed archaeologically 

(de Leon et al. 2015). Because my fieldwork involved dialogues with the individuals 

involved in landscape clean-ups and other efforts to collect migrant materials, I address 

some specific stories about the afterlives of migrant objects post-clean-up. I propose that 

archaeologists can learn from the multiple erasures that occur (following Schiffer’s 

interpretation of taphonomy in the archaeological record (Gonzalez-Ruibal 2015 ; 
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Schiffer 2010)), and discuss the ways in which the social forces at work to erase these 

materials from the landscape also imbue these objects with meaning beyond their original 

use. I problematize the interpretations of positivist social scientists who question the 

morality of non-migrant interactions with migrant objects (de Leon et al. 2015; Squire 

2014). In turn, I also use the opportunity to briefly discuss archaeological ethics and the 

potential to do harm in the midst of archaeological collection of objects associated with 

contemporary events (Moshenska 2008; Pollock 2016). This article argues for viewing 

locals’ (and non-locals’) interactions with migrant objects as important social processes 

unto themselves and additionally, proof of concept that certain objects are transformed by 

context to hold meaning beyond their originally intended use (Napolitano 2015; Schiffer 

2013; Tilley 2006; Turkle 2007). 

Appendix C: Migrant Memento Mori and the Geography of Risk 

(published October 2016 in the Journal of Social Archaeology)  

This paper establishes the shifting nature of the migration landscape as pertains to 

portable and ephemeral migrant material culture. It links the shifting materiality of the 

landscape to both evolving border policy and the social context of human smuggling. It 

also establishes the particular interventions of border residents to protect certain migrant 

objects. Consciously created, shrine sites have wider resonance to the non-migrants who 

encounter them. These interventions represent the afterlives of certain migrant objects, as 

they enter a proto-heritage status. It also speaks to the theoretical notion and unique 

object biography of objects associated with death or near death experience (following 

Pollock 2016).  
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As much of this dissertation considers the unequal formation processes in the 

contemporary historical record, with much of the evidence of informal political actions 

being left as traces or actively erased, this paper covers the conscious leaving of evidence 

and waypoints in the form of shrines. These embody some of the wider tensions that 

contribute to the marginality of migrants in transit as they consciously memorialize their 

own death and suffering in transit.  

Future Directions 

There is a wide potential for future publication based on this dissertation research. There 

are also a number of ideas I have for future research that builds on this dissertation’s 

findings. This work has a number of future directions that are not present in this paper.  

First, I will endeavor to employ an analysis based on terrain. In yet unpublished 

work, I created a terrain model of the border surface incorporating the variables that have 

come to represent the funnel effect, mentioned time and again in official documents and 

scholarly literature, I use the following to analyze the existing data.  

This cost surface can be used to apply another layer of analysis to the shifts over 

time in migrant traffic, and also further develop the theoretical and applied ideas behind 

the literature on “terrain.” 

Second, I plan to apply a more fine-grained approach to specific infrastructure. 

What happened on either side of newly built walls? What happened before they were 

built? I analyzed these trends on a wide basis in Appendix A, but the same could be done 

on a smaller scale.  
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Third, I recorded road-building efforts, USBP wilderness camp locations, 

checkpoints, and surveillance infrastructure locations, but did not apply all of this 

information in my three article dissertation. But, doing so in the future can go towards 

building an understanding of how border infrastructure extends beyond mere wall-

building (Boyce 2015; Miller 2014). There is a system of border security that expands 

past the border. To this end, there are a number of important implications to be drawn 

from what has come to constitute “defense in depth” principles of border security (Mark 

Morgan 2016; USCBP and USBP 2012). 

Finally, I hope to do comparative research in the Rio Grande Valley where there 

has been a new shift in migrant traffic since 2011, with deadly results (BMI 2015; Kovic 

2013). This more incipient funnel effect in a region that lacks the widescale wall 

infrastructure of the Tucson Sector would be an interesting case for analyzing the utility 

of walls. If this section was walled, would that stop migration? Based on the data 

presented here, I would argue that the answer is definitively “no.” Still, this is an area that 

the Trump administration is considering for additional wall building activities.  
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Migration Dialectics and the Funnel Effect: A material culture 
approach to border security on the Arizona-Sonora border, 2000 to 
present 
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Gabriella Soto 

Abstract: This paper takes a dialectical approach to the study of undocumented migration 
comparing the informal politics of migrants to the entrenched border security strategy of states. I 
focus on a case study from one of the most highly secured and highly crossed borders in the 
world, the U.S.-Mexico border. In turn, I look at one of the most highly traversed sectors in the 
region, the Tucson Sector. This area has long been the site of the highest rate of undocumented 
migrant border crossings and deaths in the United States. I employ multiple lines of evidence to 
create a material history of post-2000 border enforcement that gauges both its efficacy and its 
violence. This includes archival analysis, ethnography, and archaeological methods to compare 
the evidence of informal political actions of migrants to formal border enforcement practices 
from the past nearly two decades in order to track the interplay of practice, risk, and response 
between the state and migrants.  

Keywords: undocumented migration; U.S.-Mexico border; informal politics; sovereignty; 
infrastructure; materiality 

Introduction and Theoretical Framing 

A consensus exists among scholars of contemporary undocumented migration at the 

U.S.-Mexico border that an outcome of the escalation of border security force at this 

border has resulted in a migration funnel effect. Security forces deliberately amassed 

along established migration routes—that until the late 1990s were traditionally urban 

zones posing relatively low physical crossing risk—in order to deter migration with the 

prospect of high risk crossings in more remote, rugged, wilderness areas (Doty 2011; 

USBP 1994). Over the years, this deterrence orientation of border security funneled 

undocumented migration into increasingly high-risk geography (Doty 2011; Magaña 

2008; Martínez et al. 2013).  

 When the funnel effect was first identified, it was in relation to observations of 

increased smuggling costs for cross-border guides (Andreas 2009; Cornelius 2005; 
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Martínez 2016) and the number of found migrant bodies, marking individuals who died 

crossing the border. Deaths increased from single digits to hundreds per year. There have 

been an average of 181 deaths per year recorded by the Pima County Office of the 

Medical Examiner (PCOME) in southern Arizona alone between 2000 and 2016 

(Martínez et al. 2013; Rubio-Goldsmith et al. 2006). Pima County holds the widest area 

of any border county in the Border Patrol (USBP) Tucson Sector. Pima County, and the 

Tucson Sector as a whole have long been the sites of the highest rates of undocumented 

migrant border crossings and migrant deaths in the United States, though this has recently 

begun to shift (Anderson and Parks 2008; Kovic 2013; Martínez et al. 2013; US GAO 

2017).  

This paper argues not against the existence of the funnel effect, but its conceptual 

reification as a monolithic and fixed outcome. This depiction is tethered to a certain 

standard view of state power and sovereignty as equally monolithic and persistent, 

neglecting the myriad frictions and slow uncertain evolutions that underlie the real 

exercise of sovereignty (Joseph 1994; Painter 2006; Tsing 2005). The view of U.S. 

border security as an expression of U.S. state sovereignty is apt first because billions of 

federal dollars and a massive mobilization of force have been allocated for securing the 

U.S. southwest border, and then because of the manner that the political discussions of 

border security are explicitly connected to notions of U.S. sovereignty (Andreas 2009; 

Brown 2010; Diaz-Barriga and Dorsey 2011; Heyman 1999).  

Discussions of sovereignty pertain to a centralized government or sovereign 

leader that issues and enforces a rule of law, with a monopoly on violence, over the 

citizen-subjects in its bounded territorial domain. Subjects are in turn afforded special 
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rights and protection, in contrast to non-subjects and outsiders. Definitions of sovereignty 

often involve the promotion of nationalist ideologies binding populations together based 

on a shared sense of national past, in turn giving those populations a stake in the state’s 

actions to control and defend its territory and control (Alonso 2008; Brown 2010; De 

Genova and Peutz 2010; Jones et al. 2017).  

In practice, following the Gramscian theorization about modes of territorial 

control, there is the “war of position” that defends a fixed point or line, and the “war of 

manoeuvre” representing a mobile offense (Brown 2010; Gramsci 1971; Weizman 2007). 

Defending a fixed line requires concentrated force with massive investment (Brown 

2010; Gramsci 1971; Weizman 2007). Wendy Brown (2010) writes that as classic 

examples of a “war of position,” border walls represent states grappling to maintain 

territorial sovereignty in an increasingly globalized world. These efforts represent waning 

power as costly last attempts to reinforce territorial borders that are becoming 

anachronisms. Following Wendy Brown’s (2010) work on borders and sovereignty, 

wherein the visible spectacle of border control—especially through wall building—

represents a performance of power as if it actually existed. To invest in that spectacle has 

the capacity is to invest in fostering the perception that omniscient sovereignty exists, 

something that in itself is politically potent (Brown 2010; Harvey and Knox 2012; Larkin 

2013). Problems arise because this process is almost never innocuous. Monument-

building and infrastructure investment that display the ersatz strength of a sovereign state 

create displacements and destruction, while likewise, an escalation of military force may 

not be effective though it does cause violence (Andreas 2009; Harvey and Knox 2012; 

Heyman 1999). 
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On the other hand, the “war of manoeuvre” exemplify the efforts of 

undocumented migrants representing a “multiplicity of non-centralized and loosely 

coordinated actions that aggressively compete with the power of the state,” but always at 

a disadvantage (Weizman 2017: loc. 1439). De Certeau (2011) describes the breadth of 

this disadvantage as the “space of the tactic” contra strategic maneuvers that are the 

prerogative of state actors holding territory. 

The space of the tactic is the space of the other that…must play on and with a terrain 

imposed on it and organized by the law of foreign power….This…gives a tactic mobility, 

to be sure, but a mobility that must accept the chance offerings of the moment, and seize 

on the wing the possibilities that offer themselves at a given moment. It must vigilantly 

make use of the cracks that particular conjunctions open in the surveillance lance of 

proprietary powers (de Certeau 2011: 36-37).  

This facilitates a consideration of how marginal actors—like undocumented 

migrants—can successfully operate in the face of the amassed power of states. Namely, 

these marginal actors working to breach sovereign borders operate on a small spatial 

scale with concrete details (De Certeau 2011; Papadopoulos et al. 2008; Slack and 

Campbell 2016). There is a long history of research on the tactics used by marginalized 

people working to survive along peripheries of cities, derelict and abandoned buildings, 

in dense forests, and in otherwise hard-to-reach places where some measure of 

independence and escape can be attained. As Gordillo (2013) writes, there is a reason the 

rugged mountain regions of Afghanistan have served as havens for insurgency 

movements in a range of historical contexts. There is a reason that layered sprawling 

urban slums pose such challenges to state control (Davis 2007; Weizman 2007). The 

tactics of not being governed come down to maintaining physical and social distance 
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from formal powers, in highly striated or rugged spaces that are hard to access, or with 

purposeful operations below a “threshold of detectability” (sensu Weizman 2017) where 

it is possible to maintain autonomy or achieve practical survival needs that have been 

denied (Campbell and Heyman 2007; Gordillo 2013; Scott 2009).  

The approach taken here views state power at the border in contrast to its grand 

ideological representations in favor of looking towards its grounded enactments, but also 

as it is contested by non-state actors who are otherwise relegated to the status of 

dangerous criminals or politically powerless victims (Gonzalez-Ruibal 2008, 2014; 

Papadopoulos et al. 2008; Scott 1985; Slack and Campbell 2016). This paper instead 

argues for a view of the funnel effect as an evolving dialectical process examined through 

aspects of the banal and quotidian outcomes of U.S. state power on the ground, 

particularly through the lens of materiality. 

The theoretical and methodological aspects of materiality focus on the banal and 

quotidian role of material culture—our “stuff” (sensu Miller 2010)—both as it becomes a 

near invisible backdrop to human social activities and thus, an unrecognized driver of 

behavior and order (de Certeau 2011; Miller 2010; Orser 2006), and also as forces of 

entropy and decay act on things beyond the full control of humans (Dawdy 2015; 

DeSilvey 2011; Olsen and Pétursdóttir 2016). In geography, the latter concept is 

associated with the terminology of “posthumanism” (Boyce 2015; Squire 2014; Sundberg 

2011). In this case, both aspects of materiality entwine. First, the material aspects of 

migration process are manifold and two-sided. These include the monumental security 

structures built by the United States government to control the border, most visibly the 

infamous border wall, as well as the military matériel associated with the mobilization of 
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the U.S. Border Patrol (USBP) paramilitary forces. They also include the belongings left 

behind by chance or design by millions of migrants who have crossed the border over 

decades, once estimated by the U.S. Department of Interior to accumulate at a rate of 

eight pounds per individual crossing the border (BLM 2002). It includes the hundreds of 

miles of unauthorized wilderness trails forged by these multitudes of border crossers. 

Finally, included are the discovered human remains of migrants. Though not traditionally 

seen as material culture, the field of forensic anthropology has long considered human 

remains as evidence holding embodied clues to ethnicity, as well as the origin and 

biography of individual decedents (Anderson 2008; Anderson and Parks 2008; Sofaer 

2006). Though the migrant death toll has been used as the primary indicator of the funnel 

effect given the rising numbers and rate of death (e.g., Rubio-Goldsmith et al. 2006), the 

incidence of deaths have also driven discussion of the U.S. state as effectively if violently 

enforcing the border. Here, I use coordinates of recovered migrant remains—that notably 

were removed from the wilderness after discovery—as locations of past and dateable 

migrant activity and deadly outcomes, a perspective on bodies as literal material 

indicators taken much less frequently (exceptions being Giordano and Spradley 2017; 

Soto and Martínez 2017).  

The evidentiary uses of material culture associated with migration and border 

enforcement are characteristic of how materiality becomes a backdrop in discussions of 

human social behavior. Deaths are evidence of violence and physical remains are used to 

identify and repatriate individuals, but the physical locations of recovered remains are 

often unconsidered, as noted above. Only recently, under the Undocumented Migration 

Project (UMP), a wide-scale archaeological study of migrant belongings in the Arizona 
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border wilderness was conducted, but previously that materiality was viewed as an 

incidental and deleterious outcome of migration activity rather than evidence unto itself 

(Banks 2009; De León et al. 2015; Sundberg 2008).  

UMP research established the connection between left behind migrant belongings 

and processes of migration—when people sit and eat en route, sleep, pray, hide 

themselves from the USBP detection, where they meet up with vehicle transport, and 

finally, where they are arrested (Gokee and De León 2014). Therefore, the UMP provides 

a basis for considering the locations of left behind or dropped migrant belongings as 

locations of past migrant activity. Still, that project did not fully consider the changing 

locations of such materials over time as indicators of an evolving funnel effect process. 

The archaeological sites of migrant materials were predominantly viewed synchronically 

and cumulatively as characteristic of the funnel effect as a whole. Thus, the UMP also 

falls victim to a view of border enforcement as an expression of monolithic state-ness, the 

funnel effect as a process wherein the state engineers migrant suffering, and therein a 

reified view of migrant agency in the tragic moment of loss. UMP scholars explicitly 

caution against considering the agency of migrants in transit, who are subject to profound 

structural violence by the state: “We do not wish to overemphasize agency of 

undocumented migrants relative to the structural violence of border policy” (Gokee and 

De León 2014: 140).  

In this paper, I consider the materiality of undocumented migration and border 

enforcement as expressions of a social process that has transcended any one entity’s 

control, wherein rugged wilderness and exposure alternately enable and frustrate, leaving 

openings for agency in unexpected places. I focus on the tangible material traces that 
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evidence the ongoing dynamic between clandestine undocumented migration and large-

scale and monumental border enforcement maneuvers that taken together emulate and 

encapsulate the aspects of this dynamic that surpass full control. The tons of eroding 

migrant belongings, ephemeral trail networks, and the growing toll of death accumulate 

as a product of human processes, but once abandoned belie the scope, scale, and the 

violence of migrant journeys that largely take place out of sight of the general public. 

Comparing the incidence of formalized state power aimed at controlling its territory to 

the traces of informal, yet mass migration enable an elusive vision of a dialectical 

engagement between the two.  

In the next section, I will present a short summary of the shifting rationale of U.S. 

southwest border enforcement and the previous methods used to measure its effectiveness 

and destruction, especially in terms of the outcome known as the funnel effect. I will then 

describe the lines of material evidence collected for this paper to provide a new focus of 

an evolving and dialectical funnel effect, and the rationale for their specific use and 

analysis. This will be followed with a discussion of the analysis results, in the form of a 

new timeline of the funnel effect based on its evolving materiality.  

Background 

The U.S.-Mexico border is one of the busiest in the world, for both formal and informal 

traffic (USGAO 2017). Especially after the 9/11 terrorist attacks in the United States, the 

U.S. government formed the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), an agency that 

prioritized security of the borders against potential terrorist incursion. This concern 

extended to the cyclical routes of informal border crossers in the American southwest 

(INS 2002a). The 9/11 Commission charged with investigating what went wrong leading 
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up to the terrorist attacks issued several recommendations ultimately written into 

legislation. The Real ID Act of 2005 and its sister bill, the Secure Fence Act of 2006 

mandated 1,126 kilometers of border wall construction along the shared border with 

Mexico and expanded the definitions of criminal security threats, whereby border agents 

could reasonably expand security operations for detaining undocumented migrants in the 

name of defeating global terrorism, affording them the ability and even the imperative to 

secure the border at any cost (Fitz et al. 2011; Haddal 2010; Tatelman 2008). Real ID 

defined “operational control” of the border as gaining a state of complete impermeability 

(Fitz et al. 2011).  

Since the mid-1990s, and in earnest in the post-9/11 era, the border control 

strategy of the USBP underwent a sea change, shifting from a reactionary posture to one 

of anticipation, prevention, and deterrence against undocumented migrants. There were 

two prime factors in this: first, the disruption of historic and accessible routes used by 

migrants to be achieved by amassing personnel in these places; second, the use of 

infrastructure like border walls and new access roads as “force multipliers” in areas 

where patrols were not amassed ([Testimony of] Mark Morgan 2016; USBP 1994; 

USCBP and USBP 2012). The mid-90s “successes” for USBP operations framed on 

prevention and deterrence—including Operations Hold-the-Line (1994) and Gatekeeper 

(1996)—were successful insofar as they curbed migration rates in the immediate areas 

where they were staged. However, they were accompanied by a rise in migration in 

neighboring territory (Haddal et al. 2006; Spener 2003; Soto and Martínez 2017). The 

justifications for specific infrastructure projects cite the success of these operations (DHS 

2006; INS 2002a; US CBP 2007). But, justifications built on past “success” also affirm 
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that walls cause traffic to shift. Here, I consider the busiest U.S. border region in the post-

9/11 period, the Tucson Sector, that is also the most walled of any of the USBP sectors in 

the nation.  

 

Figure 1: USBP Tucson Sector stations’ areas of operations (AOs). All maps by author 

In the USBP’s Tucson Sector (as of February 2017), there are 3,991 agents 

stationed on 422 kilometers of border. Three hundred and forty kilometers (80%) of this 

border section are fenced, amounting 32 percent of all border fencing in the southwest 

(USGAO 2017). Because of this, the experience of the Tucson Sector can be considered a 

microcosm of the effectiveness of the border wall and the strategies behind it.  
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The earliest sections of the border wall were built in the San Diego Sector to the 

west and in the 12-year period encompassing the time immediately before and after this 

construction (FY 1992 to 2004). Over the same time, apprehensions in that sector 

declined by 76 percent, while apprehensions to the area directly to the east increased by 

591 percent (Haddal et al. 2006). Similarly, when a USBP highway checkpoint was set 

up in eastern Arizona in 2001 to address heightened levels of unauthorized migrant 

vehicle traffic diverted to the area, migrants began to walk through the wilderness around 

that checkpoint. Local land managers tracked the trail systems created by this foot traffic 

and realized that the migrants were walking up to four days through the wilderness to just 

north of the checkpoint to meet up with vehicle transport (BLM 2002). In 2006, while 

planning for the construction of an additional 80 kilometers of pedestrian vehicle barriers 

(PVBs) to the immediate east and west of an existing 48 kilometers of barrier, DHS 

recorded in planning notes that  

the placement of PVBs across this area is anticipated to deter illegal vehicle traffic, if not 

eliminate it. This action also has the potential to shift illegal traffic to other areas that 

have less tactical infrastructure. These shifts are unpredictable…Shifts in illegal traffic 

have the potential to occur across a wide area, not jut immediately adjacent to the 

proposed infrastructure. As a result, [USBP] cannot predict the location or quantity of 

illegal traffic that may shift to other areas that have less tactical infrastructure (DHS 

2006: 5-5 to 5-6). 
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 Figure 2: Graphs display (left) USBP apprehension figures in the Tucson Sector from 1999 to 2016 and (right) Tucson 
Sector apprehension figures as a percentage of all USBP Southwest border apprehensions during the same period. 
Since 2006, apprehensions in the Tucson Sector have declined, but since 2011 they have also declined as a proportion 
of total Southwest border apprehensions (UBSP 2017).  

Descriptions of the “shifting” traffic are the chosen rhetorical stand-in used by 

DHS for the phenomenon otherwise known as “the funnel effect.” The word “shift” 

comes to be a political euphemism for pushing migration into more dangerous territory. 

Conveniently, these shifts have lent themselves to the explanation as to why DHS, and 

USBP by extension, have yet to develop standardized metrics for evaluating the success 

of their border policy and infrastructure (USGAO 2013, 2017). Specifically, one sector’s 

spike in apprehension figures may very well mark a change in migration patterns rather 

than effective strategy. Relatedly, apprehension figures have also proven problematic 

given their uncertain connection to rates of overall migration, where there are 

divergences among USBP regional offices and DHS for how this is measured, whether in 

relation to recidivism rates, observed get aways, or wall breaches (USGAO 2013, 2017). 

In turn, each of these relational statistics have their own collection issues, many times 

relying on individual agents’ discretion, experience, and record-keeping, all of which 

have also yet to be standardized (USGAO 2013, 2017). In combination, higher or lower 

apprehension figures are not firmly connected to definitive policy outcomes. For 

instance, the “success” of Operation Gatekeeper in the San Diego Sector marked a rise of 
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apprehension figures in other USBP sectors to the east, especially the Tucson Sector. The 

Tucson Sector used its rising apprehensions as a justification for more enforcement and 

resources. Currently, there is evidence of shifting patterns of migration away from the 

Tucson Sector to other sectors in Texas (e.g., Fernandez 2017; Kovic 2013; USGAO 

2017). Since 2011, Tucson Sector apprehensions have begun to decrease, but they have 

also decreased as a percentage of overall USBP apprehension figures across the U.S. 

Southwest (USGAO 2017).  

 What has been clear clearly identifiable is the connection between USBP 

apprehension figures and migrant deaths. Between 2001 and 2016 the average number of 

migrant deaths recovered per year was 181 individuals, but the rate of migrant deaths has 

risen from less one for every 10,000 apprehensions, to nearly 30 per 10,000.  

In 2013, a report was published by the Binational Migration Institute (BMI) in 

Tucson, Arizona that analyzed accumulated death data from PCOME from the late 1990s 

to 2012 (Martínez 

et al. 2013). The 

report concluded 

that border 

crossings declined 

over the course of 

the study period 

while migrant death 

rates increased. In 

other words, the 

Figure 3: Graph shows the number of recovered migrant remains in the Tucson Sector 
(Humane Borders and PCOME 2017) in relation to USBP apprehension figures (USBP 
2017).  
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endeavor of unauthorized border crossing was becoming more deadly. The 2013 report 

also provided one of the most thorough lines of evidence that this funnel effect had 

evolved since the implementation of the deterrence strategy, propelled in large part by 

shifting patterns of migrant traffic. The authors proposed a division of migrant deaths 

trends into distinct periods, Pre-Funnel Effect (1990-1999), Early Funnel Effect (2000-

2005), and Late Funnel Effect (2006-2012). Characterizing each of these periods are 

representative changes in the known causes of death for migrants. While “exposure” was 

the leading cause of death in Pre and Early Funnel Effect periods, during the Late Funnel 

Effect the leading cause of death was “undetermined,” where migrant remains were more 

often found in states of advanced decay such that investigators could no longer identify a 

cause of death. Researchers attributed the transition between Early and Late periods to 

the fact that later migrants were traveling in more remote spaces leading to a longer time 

between someone dying and the discovery of the body. The other major change was the 

decline in motor vehicle fatalities causing migrant deaths from the Pre and Early Funnel 

Effect periods, where later, more people died from the perils associated with walking 

across the border versus driving (Martínez et al. 2013).  

These trends and the conclusions behind them can be extrapolated to other lines 

of material evidence left on the border. Death is the most direct result of the violence 

entailed in the existing border enforcement strategy, but there are several other forms of 

primary evidence associated with border enforcement. By merit of organized formal 

efforts to mitigate the environmental damage of unauthorized trails and the accumulation 

of left behind supplies of migrants (sometimes amounting to tons of materials piled in 

remote wilderness sites), local land managers spent time and effort cleaning and restoring 
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these sites, recording the locations and volumes of these sites in annual reports (BLM 

2002). Their efforts were organized under the umbrella of what the participating agencies 

named the Southern Arizona Project (SAP). SAP reports also provide a framework for 

considering how migration changed or shifted over time in relation to enforcement 

activities. For example, in 2006, the annual report recorded that “In the past, this program 

concentrated on lands within 160 kilometers north of the border, but in 2006 many trash 

clean ups occurred as far north as the vicinity of Phoenix and the Agua Fria National 

Monument” (BLM 2006: 1). In 2014: “Illegal migrants and smugglers have moved routes 

and encampments to more remote areas…and into the mountain ranges, and away from 

more populated areas” (BLM 2014: 6). 

These descriptions of regional shifts echo those described by DHS, but the SAP 

reports correlate shifts to changing locations of migrants’ left behind supplies. These 

reports follow year-by-year trends from 2002. Clean up efforts have been well-mapped, 

providing critical lines of evidence utilized here. This is where the environmental 

degradation posed by migration activities has also been used as one of the stated 

rationales for fence building (DHS 2003a, 2008a).  

In addition to clean-ups, a number of non-governmental humanitarian efforts were 

initiated with missions to provide aid to migrants in distress in the borderlands. To 

effectively distribute aid, they travel to wilderness areas where a high number of deaths 

occurred and follow the trails of left behind migrant objects. This continues to be the 

practice, though over time it has been complicated by multiple factors (personal 

communication, 8/4/2016, 8/6/2016, 10/13/2016). Humanitarian groups’ increased 

presence in the wilderness led to more bodies being found (NMD 2016), but also led to 
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the mapping of migrant trails to further facilitate the effective distribution of aid. Such 

maps are another major line of evidence facilitating a direct comparison between what 

one might consider natural corridors of movement or easiest pathways into the United 

States at the border and the actual routes traveled by migrants.  

Researchers familiar with migrant trails and southwest archaeology note that 

migrant trails deliberately avoid Native American and historical routes through the border 

wilderness (Jansson, forthcoming; Sharp and Gimblett 2009). In the arid desert of 

southern Arizona, routes were historically formed around reliable water sources, because 

this was the only way one could survive long-distance travel in this arid desert region 

(Bryan 1922; Jansson, forthcoming). Specific locations, like the western foothills of the 

Baboquivari Mountains understood as avoided by historic and prehistoric foot travelers 

are places where land managers have found high concentrations of left behind migrant 

materials (BLM 2006; Bryan 1922; Jansson, forthcoming).  

Recorded trails, recorded sites of left behind materials, and death sites have all 

come to be understood locally as reliable indicators of the volume and location of 

ongoing migration, with the same conclusions being drawn from governmental and non-

governmental parties (personal communications, 5/25/2016, 6/8/2016, 6/20/2016, 

8/6/2016; Gokee and De León 2014; Piekielek 2009). The fact that these lines of 

evidence have geographic and temporal data attached to them means they can be used to 

show how border crossing routes and processes involved in undocumented border 

crossing evolved over time. For this analysis, geotemporal data on wall building, migrant 

deaths, the organized clean-ups of migrants’ left behind materials, and the mapping of 
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migrant trail networks were collected, georeferenced, and organized into a searchable 

geodatabase using the ArcDesktop 10.5 software suite.  

If border enforcement infrastructure is the material manifestation of state politics 

and the official response to migration, then the material evidence of migration activities 

manifest the informal political actions of migrants.  

These lines of evidence surpass existing metrics for the success of border 

enforcement in the form of apprehension statistics for several reasons. In response to a 

Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) request for geographic data from USBP migrant 

apprehensions in the Tucson Sector between 2000 and present, the FOIA case officer 

informed me that statistics were only compiled numerically by USBP office (email 

communication, 10/19/2016). For more precise geographic data of migrant movement 

relative to border security infrastructure, deaths and clean-up events represent the only 

publicly available options.  

Lines of Evidence and Methods of Analysis 

Infrastructure Projects 

Border security infrastructure data was gathered from Environmental Assessments (EAs) 

generated by Immigration and Naturalization Services (INS) (through 2003), and DHS 

post-2003, that proposed the building of infrastructure to supplement the existing strategy 

of border security. Internal memoranda and meeting notes were also included in the 

analysis. All together, this included 339 individual documents, constituting nearly 10,000 

pages, housed in the archives of the Tohono O’odham Cultural Center and Museum, 

where the Tohono O’odham Tribe was consulted previous to most all construction-

related groundbreaking on their traditional lands, which historically constitutes all of the 
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border area in the Tucson Sector. All infrastructure maps were georeferenced and 

digitzed in ArcMap 10.5.  

EAs (all publicly available) were valuable documents for this project, describing 

the purpose and need for the infrastructure supporting border security erected since the 

1990s—among them walls, roads, surveillance systems, remote site helipads, wilderness 

bivouacs where border agents would camp for deep wilderness details, and wilderness 

restoration projects where former projects caused deep erosion impairing the very 

function of infrastructure—as well as the projected environmental impact of the given 

project, and usually maps or coordinates of its location. The EAs also routinely detailed 

other ongoing and related construction efforts in the region, which allowed me to cross-

check whether earlier proposals had reached a construction phase, given that they did not 

always come to fruition. For the purpose of verifying construction, I also relied to the 

extent possible on the published notes from construction meetings between 

representatives of Homeland Security, the Army Corps of Engineers, private contractors, 

and land managers in the areas affected, also archived at the Museum. These notes 

detailed the progress of ongoing construction, describing the percent of the project 

complete, available versus needed funding allocated, and the outstanding tasks that would 

lead to project completion. Finally, I verified the building projects using present-day 

satellite imagery.  

Despite the multiple stages needed for verifying the construction of planned 

infrastructure, this line of evidence remains the most robust and straightforward of all 

evidence collected for this project.  
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Deaths of Undocumented Migrants from PCOME 

The deaths of undocumented migrants have been recorded faithfully in the Tucson Sector 

since 2001, spurred by the efforts of PCOME. In participation with local researchers, 

PCOME developed a criteria for identifying probable undocumented migrant remains, 

which arguably makes their enumeration of this class of dead more rigorous than that of 

USBP, including deaths occurring outside of the 100 mile border zone (Anderson and 

Parks 2008; Martínez et al. 2013; Rubio-Goldsmith et al. 2006). Here, I rely on PCOME 

data, even if its data is slightly more limited in geographic scope than data gathered from 

the whole of the Tucson Sector, because the PCOME data is robust and publicly 

available. PCOME has historically collaborated with a local humanitarian group, Humane 

Borders, to publish online2 the maps of recovered migrant remains, together with the 

names of identified migrants, cause of death information, and the date the body was 

recovered.  

Notably, when a migrant body is discovered may be years separate from time of 

death. For the purpose of this project, this is an important distinction. Because many 

migrant remains are recovered by happenstance, and because of the high volume of 

missing persons reports issued on behalf of migrants to various humanitarian agencies, it 

is believed the number of discovered migrant remains is lower (if not significantly lower) 

than the actual number of deaths occurring each year, with many bodies never recovered 

(Green 2008; Reineke 2013; Rubio-Goldsmith et al. 2006). This means that certain 

particularly difficult to reach travel corridors where migrants die may be unknown. After 

                                                
2 At http://www.humaneborders.info/app/map.asp 
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all, central to the task of undocumented migration is avoiding detection, largely 

accomplished by travel through difficult to reach places.  

Despite these complications, death data may still be useful as a proxy for volume 

of trail use in particular areas by migrants. As such, the data potentially offers a macro 

level view of the funnel effect, enabling researchers to look substantively at the changing 

geography of migrant death and the implications behind such changes (Soto and Martínez 

2017).  

 

Figure 4: Recovered Migrant Remains: Recovered remains of undocumented migrants found in the Tucson Sector, 
symbolized by year recovered.  
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Trails and Left Behind Materials as Indicative of Active Routes 

Tracing the belongings left behind during migration journeys involves multiple datasets, 

which I combine here as they represent parallel dimensions of the same line of evidence. 

These include the locations of where migrant materials were “cleaned” from the 

landscape by local land managers and community groups and the location of migrant trail 

corridors recorded by humanitarian groups (personal communication, 10/13/16). Mapped 

migrant trails amount to thousands of kilometers of routes, mainly located due south of 

the city of Tucson.  

 
Lines of Evidence Source(s) Date Range No. of Records 

Data associated with 
clean-up of migrant 
materials 

Arizonabordertrash.gov 
(AZDEQ 2017) 

2007-2017 603 

Same as above Southern Arizona Project 
Annual Reports 

2003-2006 331 

Same as above DHS 2006: 
Final EA For the 
Installation of Permanent 
Vehicle Barriers on the 
Cabeza Prieta National 
Wildlife Refuge, Office of 
the Border Patrol, Tucson 
and Yuma Sector, Arizona 

1999-2003 135 

Migrant Trails Tucson Samaritans  3,533 data points, 
representing hundreds 
of miles of trails 
concentrated south of 
Tucson, Arizona  

Archaeological Survey Survey of known migrant 
sites in the eastern Tucson 
Sector in public lands 

2003-present 21 sites  

Semi-structured 
interviews with 
individuals living and 
working in the border 
wilderness in the 
Tucson Sector for 
periods of five or more 
years 

Snowball sampling 
methodology, including 
local land managers, law 
enforcement, ranching 
communities, and 
humanitarian aid 
volunteers 

All interviews were 
conducted in 2010 or 
2016, relaying 
observations from 2000-
present. 

38 



 86 

Table 1: Material evidence from the border: This table compiles all of the lines of evidence utilized in this project 
connected with the material culture left behind by undocumented migrants in the Tucson Sector, representing dates 
from 1999-present.  

I utilize the clean-up and trail datasets as primary lines of evidence because 

known and encountered migrant materials are portable and highly ephemeral. They are 

subject to routine removal. The scale of removal efforts is recorded in SAP reports, which 

document thousands of metric tons of migrant belongings taken from the border 

landscape (AZDEQ 2017). Similarly, trails become overgrown when subject to disuse. 

This landscape is actively changing, suggesting that the types and distribution of 

materials I would view on a trip to the border in the present would not match the types 

and distribution of materials from earlier periods. Because I am particularly interested in 

change over time in the geography of undocumented migrant travel as it corresponds with 

a funneling effect wrought by border enforcement, present-day site visits would be 

insufficient to answer my research questions.  

For reasons related to time depth and access, I supplemented my use of the above 

datasets with 38 interviews3 with non-migrant individuals who had spent years working 

in the border landscape, observing trends in localized, on-the-ground migration patterns 

and associated left behind materials. Many of these individuals were responsible for 

creating the datasets utilized. These interviews helped to structure my analysis.  

                                                
3 I include interviews I conducted during my Masters fieldwork at the University of Bristol that received 
institutional review at the [redacted for review], and interviews I conducted in 2016 with institutional 
review from the University of Arizona. Some interviews were repeated in both years. 
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Figure 5: Mapped material evidence: All evidence associated with migrant material culture, including clean-up events 
undertaken through the Southern Arizona Project and migrant trails mapped by a local humanitarian group. The 
locations of the 21 archaeological survey sites are also mapped, surrounded by a thick buffer so that they are visible 
against the thousands of other events.  

Unlike the data pertaining to infrastructure building, migrant material culture data 

lacks a clear-cut timeline. Similar to the discrepancy that exists between recorded dates 

for the recovery of migrant remains and the actual time of each individuals’ demise, trail 

and “trash” data may vary from the time a given site was used and when it was recorded. 

Archaeological survey provides a limited way forward to establish the relationship 

between the date a clean-up or trail site was recorded and the date of activity. In this case, 

even areas subject to cleaning tend to maintain some signature of activity in traces and 

fragments too difficult to collect because of their small size or hard-to-reach position. Per 

anecdotal evidence, observation, and the archaeological work of Undocumented 

Migration Project (UMP) at cleaned sites, clean ups tend to be concentrated in open 



 88 

areas, to the neglect of materials on the fringes or in rough terrain (see De León et al. 

2015).   

During the course of fieldwork in 2016, I conducted archaeological survey at 21 

sites scattered throughout the Tucson Sector that had been subject to cleaning or trail 

recording. The idea of survey was to conduct a selective sample, amplified by 

groundtruthing, of the prevalence of sites where multiple periods of the funnel effect 

coalesced. Though I had some experience in the migration landscape through volunteer 

work with the Tucson Samaritans humanitarian group and other unrelated archaeological 

fieldwork in the region, this was an opportunity to systematically collect and compare 

dates among known sites. This was also undertaken to gain a more tangible sense of the 

geography and other non-human factors that influenced the social processes under 

investigation. Using methods of archaeological survey and surface recording, I 
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looked specifically for dated objects attributable to migrants. The 21 sites I visited varied 

in size from 10 or more kilometers of trails, to single locations a few square meters in 

length.  

Survey locations were chosen from among sites for which I had access to a high 

resolution map and coordinates, or a guide. Because of the vast territory and rugged 

terrain of the border wilderness, absent explicit directions, it was quite difficult to reliably 

locate migration sites, and purely exploratory work in the border wilderness was not 

feasible within the scope of this project. Going to known sites allowed me to select 

approximately equal distributions of known recording dates, and I conducted survey at 

Figure 6: A sample of survey locations in relation to other data: A sample of surveyed sites/trails (yellow lines) in relation to 
land jurisdictions, mapped migrant trail networks (with yellow and green triangle waypoints and black notched track markers) 
and locations of known migrant deaths (displayed as crosses) and the clean-ups of migrant materials (circles symbolized by the 
volume of materials recovered). The patchwork of public wilderness lands and private lands posed limitations.  
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sites recorded during the Early Funnel Period (2000-2005) (11 sites), Late Funnel (2006-

2012) (20 sites), and later sites (2013 to present) (12 sites). Incidentally, many of these 

sites were in near proximity to a range of records from multiple periods (14 sites).  

 
Figure 7: Survey locations in relation to land jurisdictions: Survey took place in jurisdictions with public access, and 
where it was possible to obtain necessary permitting. The Tohono O’odham Reservation and Organ Pipe Cactus 
National Monument—both with restricted research access—are labeled.  

 Sites were also selected based on land jurisdiction, where I was unable to gain the 

necessary permits or permissions to conduct research on National Park Service land, 

private land, or on Native American Reservation land. Unfortunately, this also meant I 

did not have access to the Tohono O’odham Indian Reservation, where many clean-up 

events and deaths are clustered. Additionally, some of the sites first selected, for which I 

had a map and coordinates, were still inaccessible given factors including difficult terrain, 
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extensive barbed wire fencing, encounters with wildlife that prompted careful evacuation 

of the area, or sudden inclement weather that made road or trail conditions treacherous 

for days or weeks. The locations I reached, but at which I found no traces—dateable or 

otherwise—were not included in this sample. However, this selective survey brings with 

it a confirmation bias. I chose sites in areas where there had been documented 

activities—deaths, clean-ups, and humanitarian action—and ultimately found a wide 

range of dates associated with each. At the same time, I would argue that the survey 

results are representative of the wider landscape, where there is and continues to be a 

great deal of overlap between migration corridors. I will discuss this further in the 

analysis section.  

Analysis 

After georeferencing and compiling all lines of evidence discussed above, I examined 

how they evolved as a whole in each period of the funnel effect defined by Martínez and 

others (2013), and in the period post-dating that analysis—a period I name the “Post 

Funnel Effect.” I recorded the stated purpose behind each section of wall considered and 

examined the material evidence for undocumented migration activity every three years in 

order to gauge the general trends in migration activity relative to wall-building.  

 For this purpose, I conducted two connected lines of geographic analysis. First, I 

visually identified the 20 percent of the Tucson Sector border that remain unwalled and 

drew an outline around these areas (Figure 8). Utilizing the existing studies for evaluating 

and symbolizing landscapes in terms of the physical difficulty for traversing the terrain as 

a pedestrian, especially given the factor of slope (Doherty 2013; Frakes et al. 2014; White 

and Surface-Evans 2012), I created a relatively simple cost surface based on a 30 meter 
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digital elevation map (DEM). The cost surface represents graphically the physical 

difficulty of the terrain, as the difficulty to navigate the landscape increases exponentially 

as slope increases (Doherty 2013; Frakes et al. 2014; White and Surface-Evans 2012). 

The cost surface represented in Figure 8 applied a heuristic rating scheme approximating 

this changing difficulty from 0 to 4 for slight slopes, and at 1,000 for slopes over 60 

degrees. This is where a slope of 31 degrees is considered the maximum slope for the 

safety of roofers (Frakes et al. 2014). Predictably, the gaps in wall construction align with 

the most difficult areas of the border.  

 Second, sites of migrant deaths and where migrant belongings were left behind 

subject to organized clean-ups were both evaluated for statistically significant clustering 

patterns in each of the identified funnel periods—Early, Late, and Post Funnel. This was 

accomplished with a modified version of the Getis-Ord Gi* statistic for events. Using this 

geographic statistical tool, local concentrations of high or low density are identified and 

graphically represented. 

 For Figures 9 through 11 a Getis-Ord Gi* statistic was used to evaluate separately 

the point density of migrant deaths and clean-ups of migrant materials for each funnel 

period. The maps for each feature type were overlaid so that they could be viewed in 

relation to one another. In the images, this overlay results in slightly muted colors, such 

that the clusters that deviate from random to a statistically significant degree of 99 

percent or more appear as olors closer to those of the 95 percent confidence interval. The 

darkest colors in the images are locations where death and clean-up clusters or hot spots 

overlap. Though the two datasets do not correlate—given the divergent manners in which 

each was collected—there are points of overlap. Each subsequent figure displays both the 
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raw point data for each feature in each period above the generated hot spot/cold spot 

maps.  

Figure 8: Cost surface and wall gaps: Three sections of border wall interruptions are outlined and displayed on a cost 
surface taking into account the factor of terrain slope. Below the initial image, a higher resolution vantage of these 
sections are displayed. Wall gaps correspond with the highest difficulty or highest cost areas on the border of the 
Tucson Sector. This terrain posed a natural barrier for wall-building.  

Early Funnel Effect, 2000-2005 

The earliest walls on the U.S.-Mexico border were built in the 1990s and mainly in 

California as mandated by 1996’s Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant 

Responsibility Act (IIRIRA), though earnest fence building began in the Tucson Sector in 

2002. 
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In line with the analysis from BMI (Martínez et al. 2013), the Early period was 

largely characterized by undocumented migrant travel in cars across the border. The most 

visible evidence of undocumented migration from this period were hollowed-out vehicles 

meant to surreptitiously carry large numbers of people across the border, broken down 

and abandoned in the Arizona borderlands. These material indicators were accompanied 

by high numbers of unauthorized roads networks made by vehicles driven through the 

wilderness to avoid detection. One interviewee who worked in Buenos Aires National 

Wildlife Refuge (BANWR) during this period recounts the high number of abandoned 

cars found regularly in the Refuge, and how hard it was to haul them out, many of them 

overgrown (personal communication, 6/20/2016). This finding was substantiated by early 

SAP reports that discuss the presence of these vehicles and the difficulty posed by their 

removal (BLM 2002, 2003, 2004, 2005).  

The Samaritans humanitarian group, formed in 2004, at first did not have to track 

migrant trails or even hike into the wilderness to provide aid, as most of their efforts 

involved driving along established highways and major backcountry roads near the 

border, where they would routinely encounter migrants in need walking along the roads 

(personal communication, 8/6/2016, 10/13/2016). The Samaritans volunteers and former 

BANWR employee recall things changing when the first walls began being built from 

2002 to 2006. Rangers stopped finding more abandoned vehicles in BANWR (personal 

communication, 6/20/2016, 8/6/2016) and the Tucson Samaritans began working deeper 

in the wilderness, following and later documenting migrant foot trails (personal 

communication, 10/13/2016).  
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Wall building in the Tucson Sector’s Early Funnel Period began with a 2002 

proposal to build a wall south of Naco, at the eastern edge of the Tucson Sector. The 

proposal described the difficulties of “shifting personnel and resources between areas of 

high intensity illegal traffic,” citing the early observed shifts in migration traffic to 

Arizona after walls were built in California (INS 2002b: 1-3). A year later in 2003, 

migrant deaths were concentrated to the west of the Tucson Sector, in the Tohono 

O’odham Reservation and in the Barry M. Goldwater Range (BMGR) and clean-up were 

concentrated due north of the newly erected wall and north of the Tohono O’odham 

Reservation.  

The 2003 INS4 proposal for expanded fence building south of Naco noted that 

barriers to vehicle traffic were insufficient to impede foot traffic, and noted that 

undocumented migrants were merely walking to the nearest highway and meeting a 

vehicle already in the United States. This occurrence was used to justify transforming the 

already built vehicle fence into a higher pedestrian fence (INS 2003: iii, 1-5).  

                                                
4 INS was an agency housed in the Department of Justice, until the newly created DHS consolidated all 
border control agencies. 
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Figure 9: Migrant death locations and sites of migrant material clean-up from the Early Funnel Effect: Point data 
(above) and hot spot data (below) are displayed.  

In 2004, border fencing was expanded to Nogales. The proposal associated with 

this project cited the environmental damage caused by migrants and used this to justify 
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efforts to build a wall in the area, attributing the inflow of traffic to the absence of a 

physical barrier. The proposal predicted that “fencing would halt or substantially hinder 

illegal traffic in the immediate area” (DHS 2003b: 1-7). The report also cited the 

necessity of walls to impede the accumulation of migrant “trash.”  

In 2005, the newly formed DHS proposed the building of a wall south of the 

CPNWR at the western edge of the Tucson Sector. This project was initiated in 2006, at 

the beginning of the Late Funnel Period. This proposal cited the lack of an existing wall 

as the primary justification for the proposed building project.  

The combination of sound infrastructure (e.g., roads and barriers) and adequate resources 

(e.g., vehicles, field agents, support personnel, etc.) is essential for the safety of the 

[Office of the Border Patrol (OBP)] agents and the effective enforcement of the border 

strategy and integral to the success of the OBP to gain, maintain, and extend control of 

the border. [...] These areas have become inundated in the recent past with illegal vehicle 

traffic or drive throughs, as access across the border is hindered by menial efforts, (i.e., 

barriers present in this area range from a barbed wire fence to no barrier at all) (DHS 

2005: 1-9).  

In the same year, a large concentration of migrant deaths remained in CPNWR, 

though the trend expanded west into the area north of the Nogales border wall and the 

Altar Valley between the Tohono O’odham Reservation and the Interstate 19 highway. 

Clean-up efforts associated with left behind migrant materials, which had been 

concentrated to the east of the Tucson Sector, expanded west at this point. A large portion 

of clean-ups remained in the area north of the 2003 and 2004 barriers between Naco and 

Douglas, all fenced.  
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Late Funnel Effect, 2006-2012 

In 2008, wall-building expanded to the Tohono O’odham Reservation and the Altar 

Valley (between the Tohono O’odham Reservation and Interstate 19). 2008 saw the last 

round of wall-building, with construction expanding into 2009. Proposals emphasized the 

deterrence role that could be played by expanded border boundaries as visually 

intimidating spectacles: “Deterrence is achieved when USBP has the ability to create and 

convey the immediate, credible, and absolute certainty of detection and apprehension” 

(DHS 2008a: 1); and “primary pedestrian fencing…performs a dual role in border 

security by acting as a visual deterrent and a formidable physical barrier” (DHS 2008c: 2-

1). Proposals also emphasized that the proposed expansion of border boundaries was the 

result of migration traffic shifting after the previously erected walls in the Tucson Sector.  

In the wake of this last round of wall-building came larger-scale clean-up 

efforts—some recording nearly 20,000 pounds of recovered migrant materials—and a 

similar pattern of recovered migrant remains as that from before these walls were built. In 

2009, migrant deaths continued to be concentrated in the Tohono O’odham Reservation 

and the Altar Valley, in some of the same concentrations as the Early Period. These 

cluster now existed in the area where gaps in the wall exist, in the most difficult to 

sections of the border to traverse on foot (Figure 8).  

Three years later, in 2012, larger concentrations of migrant remains were 

recovered north of the Reservation. Clean-ups in the Reservation also expanded, 

collecting up to 7,000 pounds of accumulated migrant belongings.  
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Figure 10: Migrant death locations and sites of migrant material clean-up from the Late Funnel Effect: Point data 
(above) and hot spot data (below) are displayed. 

The Late Funnel Effect Period came with expanded technologies of migration, 

with interviewees from disparate occupations and settings discussing the emergence of 
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black water bottles and carpet shoes (personal communication, 6/8/2016, 8/4/2016, 

10/7/2016). Black water bottles are manufactured in the border region of northern 

Mexico and specifically marketed to migrants. They are useful technologies both because 

they do not reflect the sun like traditional clear plastic bottles, in turn jeopardizing 

migrants’ attempts to avoid detection by USBP, and because their thicker plastic lining is 

more resilient to thorns in the Arizona desert (De León 2012). Carpet shoes are booties 

that fit over shoes, with carpet lining at the bottom designed to leave no footprints in the 

sand. In the early 2010s, interviewees reported finding carpet shoes that were obviously 

handsewn. More recently, carpet shoes are mass produced in northern Mexico and 

marketed to migrants. A ranger I interviewed from Organ Pipe Cactus National 

Monument presented me with two examples of carpet shoes spanning the Late Funnel 

period with exemplifying distinct manufacturing techniques. A shoe collected in 2011 

was hand-stitched while a shoe collected in 2015 had manufactured stitching. The objects 

exemplified the rise of a migrant specific industry. This shift in material culture seems to 

reflect the evolving tactical nature of border crossing, as it became more necessary to 

make prolonged journeys through the border region with smaller groups and lighter loads 

to remain undetected (personal communication, 10/7/2016). 

Post Funnel Period, 2013-2016 

What has changed in the present since the Late Funnel period? By this period, no 

additional walls were added in the Tucson Sector. Here, the results of archaeological 

survey shed some light on the current situation. Within a one-mile buffer of the 21 sites 

surveyed, there were an average of seven associated dates, corresponding to the compiled 

evidence of recorded trails, deaths, and past clean-up events. Selecting survey locations 
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nearby other dated sites allowed me to compare the date a given site was recorded (vis a 

vis clean-up events, or body recoveries) to the actual dated material at the sites. Dateable 

objects mainly consisted of food and drink containers bearing expiration dates. The most 

reliable source of dates on migrant trails and at migrant sites were aluminum cans—these 

with Spanish language labels and manufacturing provenience in Mexico. These 

containers were typically found in hard to reach locations, often under thorny flora or 

partially buried, thus overlooked or not immediately accessible to clean-up crews who 

worked in known migrant travel corridors.   

Survey Sites Date 
Range 

Sampled 

Avg. 
Date 

# 
Associated 

Dates 

Date 
Range 

Avg. Date Years 
Difference, 

Avg. Sampled 
and Associated 

Periods 
Represented 

Ironwood 
Forest 1 

2016 2016 16 2009-2016 2013 3 Late, Post-
2012 

Brown 
Canyon 

2015-
2016 

2015 1 2009 2009 6 Late, Post-
2012 

Cobre Ridge 1 No dated 
materials 

NA 2 2007-2008 2008 NA Late 

Cobre Ridge 2 No dated 
materials 

NA 4 2006-2008 2006 NA Late 

Arivaca Lake 2005, 
2007, 
2012-
2014 

2008 2 2009 2009 1 Early, Late, 
Post-2012 

Chimney/ 
Bartolo 
Canyons 

2003, 
2014-
2016 

2012 5 2006, 
2008-2009 

2008 4 Early, Late, 
Post-2012 

Jalisco Ridge 2005, 
2009, 
2012 

2010 3 2009, 2013 2010 0 Early, Late, 
Post-2012 

Cedar/ 
Murphy 
Canyons 

2007-
2009, 
2013 

2007 9 2004-2005, 
2007-2009, 

2014 

2007 0 Early, Late, 
Post-2012 

Tumacacori 
Mountains 1 

No dated 
materials 

found 

NA 8 2007, 
2008-2010, 
2012, 2015 

2010 NA Late, Post-
2012 

Sierrita 
Mountain 1 

2003-
2004, 
2009 

2005 15 2004-2006, 
2008-2009, 
2013, 2015 

2008 3 Early, Late, 
Post-2012 

Sierrita 
Mountain 2 

2007 2007 10 2005-2006, 
2008-2009, 

2013 

2008 1 Early, Late, 
Post-2012 

Las Guijas 1 2003- 2008 6 2003, 2005, 2007 1 Early, Late, 
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2005, 
2015 

2007-2009, 
2014 

Post-2012 

Las Guijas 2 2014-
2015 

2014 3 2003, 2007, 
2009 

2006 8 Early, Late, 
Post-2012 

Batamote 
Wash 

No dated 
materials 

NA 6 2004-2008 2006 NA Early, Late 

Altar Valley 2001-
2002, 
2005, 
2017 

2008 9 2004, 2006, 
2008-2010, 

2013 

2007 1 Early, Late, 
Post-2012 

Huachucas 
Mountains 1 

2006 2006 4 2003, 2010, 
2013 

2009 3 Early, Late, 
Post-2012 

Huachuca 
Mountains 2 

2005-
2008 

2006 0 NA NA NA Early, Late 

Tumacacori 
Mountains 2 

2003-
2006, 
2008, 
2014-
2015 

2008 7 2002-2003, 
2005, 

2007-2009, 
2015 

2007 1 Early, Late, 
Post-2012 

Cienega 
Creek 

No dated 
materials 

found 

NA 9 2007-2010, 
2012, 2015 

2009 NA Late, Post-
2012 

Ironwood 
Forest 2 

No dated 
materials 

found 

NA 12 2003-2005, 
2011, 2016 

2010 NA Early, Post-
2012 

Las Guijas 3 No dated 
materials 

found 

NA 6 2004-2008 2006 NA Early, Late 

AVERAGES Average 
3.5 

distinct 
years  

- Average 
6.5 

associated 
dates per 

site 

Average 
4.4 distinct 

years  

Average 
date range 
including 
sampled 

and 
associated: 
8.3 years 

2.5 years 
average 

difference 

Average 2.4 
periods 

represented; 
Early Funnel 

at 71% of 
sites;  

Late Funnel 
at 95% of 

sites;  
Post-2012 
Funnel at 

76% of sites 
Table 2: This table shows dated materials sampled from sites surveyed alongside dates from associated sites within one 
mile radius of the survey site. Associated dates represent clean-up dates, humanitarian trail recording dates, and dates 
associated with the recovery of migrant remains. 

There was an average two-year divergence between average dates sampled in the 

survey areas and average associated dates, demonstrating repeated use of the same areas 

over a period of years. Between the sampled dates found during survey and the associated 

dates of deaths, clean-ups, and recorded migrant trails, the date range for each of the 21 

sites spanned an average of 8.3 years and the majority represented at least two of the 
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funnel effect periods discussed above. Dates from the Early Funnel, extending 2000-

2005, were present at 71 percent of the sampled sites; dates from the Late Funnel, 

extending 2006-2011, were present at 95 percent of the sites; and finally, dates from the 

Post-2011 Funnel were present at 76 percent of sites. In other words, a given site was 

often subject to use in fits and starts, reflecting some of the less dramatic funneling that 

took place over time in Arizona, wherein migrant activity rotated between corridors 

within the Tucson Sector.  

Based on observations during fieldwork and during my volunteer experiences 

with the Tucson Samaritans traveling to migrant sites, although more recent material 

culture from the post-2011 period was widely present at many older sites, material culture 

from the Early and Late periods represented much greater volumes. Recent material 

culture was much more scattered, where earlier materials represented sites that were 

evidently used multiple times by large groups of migrants. This indicates an evolving 

pattern of migration moving away from large-scale smuggling events to more tactical 

travel with lighter loads. This trend corresponds with the emergence of carpet shoes and 

black water bottles. This conclusion was corroborated by the nearly unanimous 

observations of the individuals I interviewed, who reported seeing less material 

associated with recent migrations (especially personal communications, 5/25/2016; 

6/9/2016; 7/6/2016; 10/7/2016). This presents a complication in using left behind migrant 

materials as a line of evidence for the locations of migrant travel. However, it seems that 

this development may also represent a new trend in migration, further pointing to the still 

evolving deadly difficulty of migrant travel. This is an area where more work is needed. 
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UMP research focused on some of the biggest sites that now seem to represent an 

earlier iteration of the funnel effect, when migrants would travel in large groups guided 

by smugglers who bring their charges along trails. Repeated over and over again, this 

course of travel created large trail networks and prominent sites where groups of migrants 

would rest and discard dead weight from their packs (Gokee and De León 2014). The two 

men whose experiences crossing the border are the main feature in the UMP’s associated 

ethnography (De León 2015) tell a story that contrasts with the archaeological findings. 

The men reported avoiding the trails and well-used sites of earlier border crossers, 

traveling in small groups of only two or three and deliberately in the most difficult 

possible terrain, avoiding existing trails. One of these men explained his recent border-

crossing attempt with one companion: 

We probably walked like fifty miles, all at night. The rest of it we walked during the day. 

We crossed only the most difficult areas. There were no roads or trails. That is why I 

think we didn’t get caught. Puro monte. Giant rocks and mountains. Places where Border 

Patrol doesn’t really go (quoted in De León 2015: loc. 3850).  

At the same time, the developments in the density of deaths and clean ups reflect 

more continuity than difference between the identified funnel periods. Where Figure 9 

graphically displayed the general trends in migrant deaths in the Early Funnel Period as 

concentrated in the Tohono O’odham Reservation and the area immediately to the west, 

Post Funnel Period maps show the same thing. The central difference is that these later 

maps show less concentrated death and clean-up activities. While concentrations appear 

in similar areas, in the Post Funnel Period there is a wider range of territory and more 

disparate concentrations of deaths. The same is true of the location of clean up activities, 

which also represents greater volumes of materials generally than those of the past. This 



 105 

indicates a more disparate set of routes into the United States used by migrants, even if 

they overlap with the routes of the past. At a minimum, it is clear that the strategic 

objectives of stopping migration and mitigating the proliferation of left behind migrant 

belongings in the border area were not met.  
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Figure 11: Migrant death locations and sites of migrant material clean-up from the Post Funnel Effect: Point data 
(above) and hot spot data (below) are displayed. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

In this case study, the notion of sovereignty rests on enclosed and enforceable state 

boundaries. In practice, the vast wilderness terrain of U.S. border geography highlights 
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that this notion of sovereignty relies on an abstract two-dimensional vision of territory. 

Efforts to build border walls reinforce this abstract ideal, fostering an image of borders 

that could possibly be completely enclosed and enforced and necessarily so (Elden 2013; 

Gordillo 2013; Weizman 2007). In this case, the physical ruggedness of the U.S.-Mexico 

border region has also been adapted as a strategy to control the border, where the 

mechanism of control is the strategy of “prevention through deterrence” aimed at making 

it “so difficult and so costly to enter this country illegally that fewer individuals even try” 

(USGAO1999, quoted in Boyce 2015: 4). The physicality of territory—beyond its two-

dimensional boundary markers—is a critical component of how it might be experienced, 

traversed, and defended. The ruggedness of the landscape complicates states’ attempts to 

secure their borders and the terrain of the border presents a continued, highly costly 

opening for migrant passage. Terrain—this non-human influence--thus becomes a critical 

component of the dialectical engagement between formal and informal power. This 

exemplifies what de Certeau (2011) refers to when he discusses “the space of the tactic” 

(36) defining the manner by which marginalized people work to achieve their own ends 

against the state. In the Tucson Sector, migration continues in areas that are walled and 

areas that are not walled. But, the social imaginary of an absolutely enforceable border 

has mainly left death in its wake, not to mention the expenditure of billions of dollars and 

destroyed wilderness.  

At the same time, the official goals of border walls to stop migration traffic, to 

mitigate environmental damages resulting from migrant “trash,” and to intimidate people 

from trying to even attempt an undocumented border crossing (DHS 2003a, 2005, 2008a, 

2008b; INS 2003) proved negligible. The evidence detracts from any idea that border 
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walls in the Tucson Sector have efficiently carried out their stated aims, though again, 

they have demonstrably resulted in violent outcomes.  

 On a practical level, the places where existing border wall barriers end are the 

most physically difficult areas to traverse in the Tucson Sector. Indeed, statistically 

significant concentrations of migrant deaths and left behind materials—direct markers of 

previous migration activity—exist in some of the spaces where there are gaps in the wall, 

but also in the relatively flatter yet walled terrain of the Tohono O’odham Indian 

Reservation (cf. Madsen 2007). The Reservation is one of the places where migration 

activity continued to exist before and after wall-building, though all three periods 

discussed.  

 The sampling and ground-truthing among an array of mapped sites of migrant 

activity—notably including the concentrated sites on the Reservation for lack of research 

access—revealed a high degree of temporal overlap. A site mapped in the Early Period 

was found to have, in close proximity, dates from other periods. Likewise, upon visitation 

to a location identified and recorded in one period, Spanish label and Mexican 

provenience items like food and drink containers associated with migration activity were 

found from other funnel periods. This was not the case across the board, but occurred at 

more than half of the sites.  

 Beginning in 2011, the highest numbers the highest numbers of migrant 

apprehensions and deaths shifted from the Tucson Sector to west Texas (overlapping with 

multiple USBP sectors) (Fernandez 2017; Frey 2015; USGAO 2017). At the same time, 

between 2011 and 2016, the migrant death rate per 10,000 USBP apprehensions in the 
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Tucson Sector nearly doubled. This was the greatest spike in migrant death rates since the 

funnel effect was first observed in the early 2000s.  

 Returning to my thesis, as a case study on the banality of state practice this paper 

focuses on the banal materiality of border enforcement outcomes both as they are 

determined by state and non-state actors. The perhaps unsurprising conclusion is that the 

interplay of state and non-state actors drive the continued evolution of the migration and 

enforcement dynamic in such a way that the political valence of migrants is impossible to 

ignore or deny. Even by the U.S. federal government’s own accounting, the massive 

escalation of force and resources allocated to build monumental walls to stop migration 

have not been accountable to systematic cost-benefit analysis for lack of standardized 

metrics. The named culprit for this deficiency has been the intangible factor of terrain 

differences, and the fact that migration continues to shift in ways that seem unpredictable 

(USGAO 2013, 2017). The newest chief of the USBP summarized it best in a 2016 

Congressional hearing: “We did all this work and [migration] shifted. So, at one moment 

we can say we have operational control in the area, and the next minute it will change” 

([Testimony of] Mark Morgan 2016).  
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Appendix B 

Object Afterlives and the Burden of History: Between “trash” and 
“heritage” in the steps of migrants 
Abstract: With modern ruins, there may be diverging perspectives of whether the sites or objects 
are unsightly waste or artifacts. Among the local communities who routinely come into contact 
with such ruins, this viewpoint is often actively negotiated, and with it, history itself. Scholars of 
contemporary archaeology discuss the value of tracing these negotiations to understand the wider 
political and cultural process of historical creation, or negation. The situation becomes more 
complex in the wake of tragedy or disaster. Here, I explore the relationship of stakeholders on the 
Arizona-Sonora international border to the material culture of undocumented migrants, the 
objects left behind along the clandestine wilderness routes of migrant travelers abandoned en 
masse to ruin, as if in the fallout of disaster. But this disaster is man-made, the product of U.S. 
border policy. I consider these objects as a form of modern ruins that occupy a politically laden 
dialectical space between trash and heritage, a negotiation with ramifications for border policy.  

Introduction 

In 2010, I began a project in southern Arizona concerning contemporary undocumented 

migration at the U.S.-Mexico border and the program of border security designed to deter 

it. My project focused on the evolution of the landscape, objects, and the border 

enforcement policy nexus over time, with particular concern for the outcome known as 

the “funnel effect.” The “funnel effect” is the result of U.S. border security policy in 

Arizona that deliberately pushes or funnels undocumented migrants entering the United 

States through Mexico on foot into difficult and dangerous terrain, where the likelihood 

of suffering and death is mobilized as migration deterrence (De León 2015; Magaña 

2008; Rubio-Goldsmith et al. 2016). The U.S. Border Patrol recorded 6,571 migrant 

deaths across the U.S.-Mexico border between fiscal years 1998 and 2015, a number that 

researchers have demonstrated undercounts the actual death toll while acknowledging the 

methodological and practical difficulty of attaining a more accurate figure (Martinez et 

al. 2013; Soto and Martínez 2017).  
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As a result of the funnel effect, undocumented migrants travel through this 

landscape daily with a host of survival materials, some of which inevitably get dropped 

along their paths. This leaves a clear and pervasive material signature, cumulatively 

amounting to tons of migrants’ things left in this landscape (BLM 2002, 2006, 2014). The 

material signature of migration is so prominent that desert clean-ups, or “trash” pickups 

have become major concerns for a range of border stakeholders. In the course of my 

research, these efforts became a point of focus. I accompanied numerous clean-ups, 

participated in groups’ informal surveys of migrant materials, and interviewed many of 

the actors involved.  

In this paper, I argue that these clean-up efforts represent the locally-based efforts 

to negotiate life amongst the disaster fallout of U.S. border policy. I understand the 

layered relationships of people and objects in this landscape as indicating a dialectical 

political engagement responding to state-based efforts to secure the border negotiated 

through its fallout: the casualty toll (cf. Anderson and Parks 2008; Martínez et al. 2013; 

Rubio-Goldsmith et al. 2016) and the ruins of a kind of disaster that border policy 

effectively creates. The materials left behind by migrants are primary evidence of it (De 

León 2015; Soto 2016). This is a violence that sparks tension among the local 

communities who live in its shadow, who are drawn into it through their encounters: 

sometimes with migrants themselves, sometimes with the bodies of deceased migrants, 

but most frequently the element exposed and decaying materials migrants leave behind 

(Seibert 2013; Shellabarger et al. 2012; Sundberg 2008). Within all of this, archaeologists 

of the contemporary—as custodians and researchers of heritage—are stepping on unique 

and evolving ethical ground. This involves consideration of the layered ramifications of 
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intruding in a landscape under formation, in the midst of active conflict. On the other 

hand, it involves the prospect of otherwise standing aside as migration objects decay and 

disappear (De León et al. 2016).  

*** 

Every trip I made into the desert south of Tucson, Arizona, the experience of coming 

across the materials left behind by migrants followed a fairly predictable pattern, whether 

I was with a group aiming to clean-up these materials or distribute humanitarian aid to 

migrants in need. “Look at this!” was the most common refrain. When sufficiently 

portable, some objects were picked up, handled for a time and considered, and then, often 

without explanation, placed in a backpack or pocket and carried along. Innumerable 

photographs were taken, often of the same things over and over: piled backpacks, 

clothing, worn shoes, water bottles, but also more personal items like blankets, prayer 

cards, and children’s belongings. The latter class of personal materials provoked the most 

intense reactions, with a fascination sometimes bordering on reverence. The phrase, “Oh 

my God,” often prefaced the call to “Look at this!” Many of the non-migrants who visit 

migrant trails return to the same sites repeatedly to monitor for continued “trash” 

deposits, or to leave behind water that might help a migrant traveler in need.  

During these encounters, we never knew exactly what happened to these objects’ 

original owners. Enhancing this ambiguity were the conditions of the objects themselves, 

usually found in some state of decomposition from exposure to the elements and the dirt. 

This decay gave us some sense of distance from the original deposition, but not enough to 

surmount the uneasiness of not knowing for sure what happened, or whether we were 

interrupting something actively happening. At these moments, the intimate travel 
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materials left behind by migrants entered into what I saw as their afterlives, working 

beyond the utilitarian function for which they were designed to mark the passage of their 

absent human counterparts (Pétursdóttir and Olsen 2014; Schiffer 2013; Thompson 

1979). In other words, they were no longer seen as useful survival tools. They were 

something else, but exactly what was unclear. Were they trash, heritage, or something in 

between? 

Thinking back, I am struck by the layered implications of this patterned behavior. 

First, these actions felt archaeological, as individuals developed intimate relationships 

with migrants’ materials. In the moment of discovery, they took special interest in the 

taphonomic processes at work (sensu Dawdy 2006) and discussed the distinction between 

older objects and things recently left. Second, from the perspective of a trained 

archaeologist, it is rare and a bit unnerving to stand in sites subject to active and ongoing 

cultural formation (sensu Schiffer 1995). Migrant objects are continually moving into and 

out of archaeological contexts, used by migrants, left behind accidentally or to lighten a 

load, later retrieved by others, transported for deposition in a landfill, or preserved. The 

closest analogy I can find is community responses to war or natural disasters: Picking 

through the debris and ruins, making decisions about what can be saved, or not, each 

choice laden with a drive to bring order to events beyond control (Dawdy 2006, 2016; 

Moshenska 2008).  

The connection between the ongoing situation at the border and disaster is an 

important one. The slow-moving tragedy in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands does not have 

the same visibility as a single flash event that kills and destroys. Here, the markers of 

disaster—deaths and piling ruins—are products of border security policy. The effects and 
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the fallout, even beyond the high death rate of migrants witnessed over nearly 20 years in 

southern Arizona (Martinez et al. 2013), look and feel like a disaster comparable to the 

aftermath of a tornado or a bombed city. Given the law enforcement targeting of 

undocumented migrants to whom the ruining materials belong, those left to take stock of 

what is left after the fact are a privileged class who can travel without fear, quite distinct 

from the undocumented individuals who left their belongings behind in the first place 

(Magaña 2008; Squire 2014).  

In 2005, when southern Arizona was experiencing the highest rates of migration 

in recent history, anthropologist Roxanne Doty visited a large clandestine, abandoned 

migrant campsite in Ironwood Forest National Monument (IFNM) (more than 60 miles 

north of the border) with a guide from the local humanitarian group, Humane Borders. 

Her reaction captured this sense of disaster fallout. 

I think of an abandoned village, the site of some devastating event that made it devoid of 

people, though it bears haunting traces of humanity. Beginning in the woods not too far 

in from the rock gully where Tim parks the Humane Borders truck…. The minute we get 

out of the truck and walk a couple of feet, the “camp” is visible. The first thing that 

catches your eyes is the mass of black plastic draped over bare and near-bare trees.... 

Some of the bags look fairly new, some look as though they have been suspended from 

the branches for weeks, almost melted from the sun that slams through the foliage in the 

afternoon. Backpack after backpack lies on the ground. Some hang from low tree limbs... 

Cans of food, opened and unopened, are scattered about. I pick up a copy of Cartille de 

derechos humanos para los migrants [sic], a small booklet published by Grupos Beta 

containing embassy phone numbers and advising migrants of their rights. Another 
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smaller booklet advises them of the dangers of crossing the desert. I feel as though I’m 

looking at the ruins of a destroyed city (Doty 2006: 61).  

Adding another layer to this story is that, although Doty did not provide an exact 

location of the site, it is unlikely that it survives today. This is because of the 

concentrated clean-up efforts to which the IFNM has been subject over more than a 

decade, with which Humane Borders has often been directly involved (BLM 2002, 2006, 

2014). It is troubling that the site existed at all, but it is equally troubling that such a place 

may be erased without commemoration. While there is an expansive archaeological 

footprint that goes along with undocumented migration, this erasure challenges the idea 

that an archaeological project could reliably be executed in the future when this is all 

over, if ever.   

Of the non-migrants to whom I spoke, whether they considered undocumented 

migration a social bane, a humanitarian tragedy, or something in between, they described 

migrants’ left behind things as forms of uncanny ruins (cf. Piekielek 2009; Seibert 2013). 

It was this convergence of thought that drew my attention because it functioned on 

multiple levels, revolving around their encounters with objects that were not necessarily 

useful for them, that did not belong to them, and yet were familiar, often troublingly so. 

This took on political dynamic as it involved the witnessing of aspects of a hidden social 

process—that of undocumented migration, but also migrant suffering and death en 

route—through the lens of its ruined traces left behind, observed by non-migrants. The 

ontological ambiguity of the left behind belongings, coupled with the actual ambiguities 

of existence in the border landscape, led to an active conflict of definitions and meaning. 

Are migrants’ belongings trash or artifacts constituting the dark heritage of these events? 
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Conflicting Interpretations of Migrant Objects 

The narrative about migrants “trashing” the border landscape provides an important 

framework for understanding people’s decisions to save certain objects. The 

identification and naming of what constitutes litter can be a political act of rendering 

something beyond consideration of value (Hill 2006; Meierotto 2012; Thompson 1979). 

Such valuations are reinforced by federal heritage laws—the National Historic 

Preservation Act and Archaeological Resources Protection Act—designating places and 

things greater than 50 years old as officially historic and greater than 100 years older as 

protected archaeology. These laws regulate what land managers and citizens are obliged 

to consider heritage. In this sense, any heritage consideration of contemporary materials 

represents an important break from federal law.  

At the U.S.-Mexico border, the survival materials left behind by undocumented 

migrants clandestinely crossing into the United States are scattered by the ton throughout 

the border wilderness. Public-private partnerships have formed and public funding 

allocated to address and dispose of this “trash” (BLM 2002). Specifically, the Southern 

Arizona Project (SAP)—a formalized cooperative project between local, state, and 

federal land managers and environmental groups operating in the region—aims to further 

deter migration by cleaning up identified high traffic areas (BLM 2002; Squire 2014; 

Sundberg 2008). Central to the mission of SAP is to preserve the pristine “wilderness 

experience” of “legitimate” recreational visitors to border wilderness areas (BLM 2002). 

As many have pointed out, the preoccupation with the “trash” of border crossers 

is at odds with the breadth of environmental destruction resulting from increased border 

security, especially the building of a border wall (Cohn 2007; Meierotto 2012; 
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Shellabarger et al. 2012). In addition to its archaeological consideration of migrant 

materials, the Undocumented Migration Project (UMP) documented a number of sites 

consisting of materials left behind by Border Patrol agents as they monitored the desert 

for the archaeology of border crossers (De León et al. 2016; Gokee and De León 2014). 

Materials at these sites consisted of emptied canisters of chewing tobacco, the cloth 

binding straps used to handcuff migrants, and the large tires that agents drag behind their 

trucks in the backcountry to smooth dirt roads to later the detect the footprints of 

migrants who cross these roads on their routes north. Local land managers have also 

tracked the extent of unauthorized roads left behind by Border Patrol vehicles driven 

through the wilderness in pursuit of migrants on foot. Such roads span hundreds of miles 

in protected wilderness areas (Baiza 2010; Shellabarger et al. 2012; personal 

communications, 5/14/2010, 10/7/2016).  

The focus on migrants “trashing” the wilderness strategically ignores the 

environmental destruction of border security, valorizing state efforts to combat migration. 

The clean-up reports from the SAP sparingly mention that the same remote territory that 

their well-equipped clean-up crews find difficult to access (BLM 2002, 2006, 2014) is 

where migrants are being abandoned to survive with only simple tools to help them, tools 

which these reports name “trash” when left behind. The understanding of migrants as 

doubly criminal through crossing the border and littering border wilderness cyclically 

justifies more enforcement, though enforcement arguably drove migrants into the 

wilderness in the first place (Soto and Martínez 2017; USGAO 2006, 2017).  

On the other end of the spectrum, social theorists have begun to identify clean-ups as a 

form of structural violence, marking a deliberate erasure of historical evidence. It is also 
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argued that using words like “trash” or “litter” to talk about migrants’ materials represent 

a code speak for “thinly veiled…xenophobia,” couched in a seemingly racially innocuous 

environmental concern (De León et al. 2016: 173; see also Squire 2014; Sundberg 2008). 

From their work on the UMP, De León and others (2016) make a compelling case for a 

systematic study to enumerate the particular use wear of migrant objects: the number of 

objects marked by blood and sweat stains, ties holding shoes together, written messages 

of love marking belongings, and indicators of physical sickness given the consumption of 

tainted water or the onset of hyperthermia. They argue that only rigorous archaeological 

investigation of these artifacts can adequately document signs of violence marked upon 

migrants’ materials and save them from destruction. Beyond a documentation of the 

unseen suffering within migrant journeys, these authors pinpoint the urgent salvage role 

of the UMP given the ongoing “trash” clean-ups of migrant materials, actively erasing the 

primary lines of evidence they record (De León et al. 2016).  

Contemporary Ruination, the Archaeological Uncanny, and the Space Between 

“Trash” and “Heritage” 

This paper looks between the lines of the “trash” narrative put forth by the SAP, in 

contrast to UMP authors’ assertion that those involved in removing migrant materials 

from the landscape participate in structural violence (De León et al. 2016). This is not to 

justify the perspective of migrant materials as “trash,” but to consider these activities as a 

part of the ongoing social and political formation of the migration landscape in southern 

Arizona. This is also because a range of people pick-up and remove migrants’ materials 

from the landscape for reasons beyond “trash” collection. Still, the encounters involved 

are ultimately ethical as well as political, representing a negotiation between the 
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conflicting categories associated with migrants as criminals or victims (Squire 2014, 

2015), just as those categories remain unresolved and under active negotiation in the 

wider national political sphere (e.g., Collinson and Diamond 2016; Planas 2017). This is 

tempered by the sense of ruination and disaster fallout that frames non-migrants’ 

encounters with migrant materials in the desert. It is a process through which racialized 

migrants are divested from their belongings, which creates spaces wherein people 

encounter only disembodied objects. Meanwhile, the heritage creation drive espoused by 

UMP, with its stern regard for those involved in the removal of migrant material from the 

landscape, negates the ideas that these encounters are socially meaningful or that there 

can be something in between a consideration of migrant materials as trash or heritage.  

Based on my fieldwork, I put forth the notion that trash and heritage are not 

mutually exclusive categories (Pétursdóttir 2013), though negotiating between them 

carries a political weight (Squire 2014; Sundberg 2008). Given this weight and the reality 

of an active negotiation, part of the task here is to interrogate why non-migrants are 

drawn to the otherwise quotidian yet decaying belongings left behind in the border 

wilderness (Freud 2013 [1919]; Moshenska 2006). What qualities of these objects make 

them so affective (Lutz 2017)? How does it contribute to negotiations over meaning? 

How does this translate to a wider political and cultural sphere?  

To parse the meaning and substance of people’s encounters with decaying 

migrant materials, I turn to the literature on ruination and the archaeological uncanny. 

The questions invoked by the familiar and contemporary, yet decaying migrant materials 

at the border seem to be precisely the point of intrigue for non-archaeologists who enter 

the landscape more or less familiar with the social context of undocumented migration in 
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the region. Michael Shanks (1992) discusses the idea of “suture” in theatre when 

audience members recognize themselves in the characters. He relates this to the 

fascination of archaeology when some object unearthed or discovered is not only 

recognizable, but relatable (Moshenska 2006; Shanks 1992). Among non-human objects, 

the combination of the materials’ relatability and their ruination and decay when 

unearthed in archaeological contexts is not innocuous. There is the sense of the uncanny 

in this moment of encounter that is perhaps what also makes archaeology itself such a 

source of fascination in popular culture (Moshenska 2006). This meaning occurs in part 

because human belongings are so integrated into their quotidian roles that they become a 

near-invisible backdrop to social life (Miller 2010; Olsen 2003). As ruins or 

archaeologically excavated from the ground, their existence jumps to surface as 

something unusual and not quite right; they are familiar yet different (DeSilvey and 

Edensor 2012; Moshenska 2006; Pétursdóttir and Olsen 2014).  

The aspect of relatability is fundamental to the Freudian concept of the 

“uncanny,” when one sees oneself reflected back in something or someone external, 

especially when that person is not alive or in the case of an object, was never alive (Freud 

2003 [1919]). Related to the sense of “ghosts” or “haunting,” Freud argues that although 

many people understand that all living things must die, humans can never truly grasp the 

concept of their own mortality. In his view, this leads to a sense of existential dread at the 

prospect of death. Seeing oneself in an object, especially one in a state of decay invokes 

this dread, as if one can see him or herself no longer living. Related to this case study, the 

fates of the owners of found migrant objects are unknown and in question. It is not 

improbable that the migrant owners of some found materials met their end in the desert.  
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In her seminal work on Purity and Danger, Mary Douglas (2002) created a 

theoretical framework relating the ideas of recognition and ruination to power. Survival 

objects left behind by migrants epitomize Douglas’ (2002) conception of “matter out of 

place”—a quality which perhaps makes it more comfortable to assign such materials a 

simplistic designation of “trash.” Of “rejected bits and pieces” that form the pre-trash 

waste from cultural assemblages, Douglas wrote, “this is the stage at which they are 

dangerous […] Their half identity still clings to them and the clarity of the scene in which 

they obtrude is impaired by their presence” (Douglas 2002 quoted in DeSilvey 2006: 

320). This is the line between perceiving danger or something else. This is why it is 

simpler to consider identifiable ruins as trash, or to link them with other midden objects 

so their identity is no longer individually recognizable.  

A long process of pulverizing, dissolving and rotting awaits any physical things that have 

been recognized as dirt. In the end, all identity is gone. […] It is unpleasant to poke about 

in the refuse to try to recover anything, for this revives identity. So long as identity is 

absent, rubbish is not dangerous (Douglas 2002: loc. 2640).  

For Douglas (2002), “the danger risked by boundary transgression [between dirt 

and an identifiable object] is power” (Douglas 2002: loc. 2662, emphasis my own). 

Danger means danger to social order, with the intention that individuals governed by 

taboos—those who see danger in matter out of place—would maintain their conformity 

to that order. The sense of danger in the face of recent ruins and waste remains to some 

extent, which scholars have discussed at length in their rhetorical analysis of the dialogue 

describing migrants “trashing” the wilderness with their left behind belongings (De León 

et al. 2016; Hill 2006; Meierotto 2012; Squire 2014; Sundberg 2008). But here, there is 

already a sense of questioning about the social order maintained by U.S. border security 
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that migrant “matter out of place” stirs. Considering recent ruins flies in the face of the 

political project of border security “divorced from its quotidian functions and failures” in 

the service of reinforcing wider ideological notions of U.S. sovereignty (Brown 2010: 

loc. 109). As Gonzalez-Ruibal (2006: 179) has put it, “grand political narratives with 

their coldness, distance, and neutrality, conceal deep suffering and intimate stories.” The 

material evidence of ruins belie this seeming neutrality by relating the grand narrative to 

its most abject outcomes (cf. Gonzalez-Ruibal 2014; Gordillo 2011; Stoler 2013).  

Object Afterlives 

When I started fieldwork in the southern Arizona border wilderness in 2010, I sought to 

gain understanding of the long-term local trends of the funnel effect by interviewing land 

managers, locals, and humanitarian group members who have continuously worked in the 

landscape of southern Arizona under the current paradigm of border enforcement. They 

have seen the processes of border militarization transpire, a wall being built, and border 

security become more and more physically embedded in the southern Arizona landscape. 

In this process, I deliberately sought out individuals in charge of border clean-ups, and 

collected timelines, photo documentation, and geographic data from these events. I 

conducted 38 one to four hour semi-structured interviews between 2010 and 20165, and 

had informal conversations with tens of others, often in the field looking at migrant 

materials. Some of the interviews involved multiple meetings and field visits to specific 

sites.  

CATEGORIES OF INTERVIEWEES  

Type Defined as Places and Organizations 
Represented 

Number 
Interviewed 

                                                
5 In 2010, interviews took place with institutional oversight from the University of Bristol. In 2016, 
interviews took place with institutional oversight from the University of Arizona. 
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Officials  Government 
employees  

Arizona Department of Environmental 
Quality, Buenos Aires National 
Wildlife Refuge, Bureau of Land 
Management, Cochise County Waste 
Management, Coronado National 
Forest, Organ Pipe Cactus National 
Monument, San Bernardino and Leslie 
Canyon National Wildlife Refuges, 
Tohono O’odham Nation  

15  

Ranchers  
Owners of private 
ranchland within 25 
miles of the border  

Private ranches  3  

Humanitarian 
volunteers  

Volunteers advocating 
for migrant rights and 
safety  

Borderlinks, Humane Borders, The 
Migrant Trail, The Migrant Quilt 
Project, Tucson Samaritans  

10  

Environmental 
Conservationists 
and Archaeologists  

Trained and/or 
credentialed 
environmental 
scientists and 
archaeologists  

Arizona Historical Society, Private 
firms, Sierra Club, Student 
Conservation Association, University 
of Arizona  

6  

Other   Private photographer  1  

U.S. Border Patrol  Current or former 
agents   3  

Table 3: This table enumerates interview types and organizations represented.  

I transcribed the interviews and analyzed all qualitative data with NVivo software, which 

assessed word frequencies and allowed me to organize the data by thematic content.  

I want to begin by discussing the extensive collections of found migrants’ 

belongings curated by some of the local organizations charged with clean-ups. Almost all 

kept a number of objects to showcase for public presentations. The Solid Waste 

Department at the Tohono O’odham Reservation curates nearly one hundred objects from 

their past clean-ups, using them as demonstration materials for reporters and school 

groups. The department employee to whom I spoke simply said the objects were chosen 

for their representational value, ranging from photos, to letters from home, handwritten 

recipe books, interesting belt buckles, and religious objects, in addition to more 

commonplace items such as water bottles and torn jeans.  
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Figure 12:Items curated for public presentations by the Tohono O’odham Solid Waste Department include: A) a 
Mexican Consulate brochure discussing the dangers of border crossing; B) a pink notebook; C) a cold compress; D) a 
notebook filled with recipes;” E) a booklet in Spanish explaining the rights of undocumented migrants in the United 
States; F) a notarized document rendered illegible through fading; G) a shaving razor; and H) a bundle of various bus 
and plane tickets. Photos by author. 	
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Importantly, as I interviewed a range of border locals, the distinction between 

“trash” and “artifact” or heritage item was constantly breached. Mostly, the items in 

question were described as “trash,” even though these individuals’ actions spoke to a 

consideration beyond that. One of the clearest examples of this tension was when one of 

my interviewees was narrating his photos of clean-ups organized with student volunteers. 

“Here are [photos] of my students cleaning up garbage…[Pause] Or cleaning up the 

found objects, I should say. The artifacts…I’ve always thought of the things as artifacts” 

(personal communication, 6/8/2016). 

Sometimes the heritage import of the objects served was identified as a point of 

contradiction. In one case, a ranger at the Coronado National Forest described picking up 

“trash” as a way of avoiding having to document it as official heritage later, given his 

obligations to heritage laws in his capacity as a federal employee. “I don’t document the 

trash…I’ll write it into reports if there’s a lot of evidence. [...] It’s just so pervasive. […] I 

pick up a lot of trash because I care about the Forest. And I don’t want to be recording it 

[…] in the future” (personal communication, 5/25/2016). Still, the same individual 

acknowledged that the so-called trash would be future heritage, and showed me a series 

of personal photos he had taken during the course of his work of objects and sites with 

interesting migrants’ materials, some of which he chose not to disturb, like shrine sites 

(cf. Soto 2016). Another forest ranger described the similarity between migrants’ 

materials to those related to the 1940s era Civilian Conservation Corps, the difference 

being that the latter were over 50 years old and thus legally considered worthy of heritage 

preservation (personal communication, 6/24/2010). Others took the notion of heritage a 

step further. At Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument (OPCNM) staff casually 
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collected a range of certain typological “artifacts” left behind by migrants that could 

commonly be found in the Monument wilderness. One ranger presented me two sets of 

found items known colloquially as “carpet shoes,” one representing what he described as 

a circa 2011 or 2012 era shoe that had been hand-sewn, and another more recent example 

that had machine stitching. These two examples of carpet shoes represent the market for 

migrant-specific economies evolving south of the border (cf. De León 2012). Sometimes, 

migrant materials collected over a period of years facilitated an awareness of how the 

materials left on the border changed, as with the example of the carpet shoes. The objects 

had been saved with 

some awareness that 

they possessed implicit 

informational value.  

Figure 13: Carpet shoes saved 
by staff at OPCNM, (left) from 
2015, (right) from 2011. Photo 
by author. 	

But the collection 

behavior was not just 

about evidence. 

Another ranger at 

OPCNM kept a Bible and rosaries found in the desert in his office. When anthropologist 

Jessica Piekielek conducted fieldwork at OPCNM between 2007 and 2008, she recorded 

a range of other officials who had kept certain things from their “garbage clean-ups,” 

including “a photograph, a baby’s sock, and a plastic emblem of [Mexican folk saint] 

Jesus Malverde” (Piekielek 2009: 85). This was all done in the midst of staff members’ 

ongoing discussion about the heritage future of migrants’ materials. 
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Figure 14:	“Migrant World,” by Michael Hyatt, back and front views. This is made exclusively of items recovered 
from migrant trails. Photos by author. 	

We’ve been having a philosophical discussion, if you will, about picking up trash, June 

says. Imagine this. Thirty years from now a Hispanic man brings a young boy out here to 

a rock shelter, and he shows him an old tuna can, with writing in Spanish on the label 

[…] and he tells the boy, this is where your grandfather sat, looking out of the rock 

shelter, waiting for his ride, and thinking about starting his new life. When the end of the 

world comes [when historical records have been lost], Mike explains, at least people will 

be able to learn from the archaeology of trash. They’ll recognize it as a migration site, 

June says. (field notes, December 2007) (Piekielek 2009: 98).  

One humanitarian volunteer responded to my questions about whether there are 

certain things one no longer finds at migrant sites in the desert by inviting me to visit his 

home, where he had assembled such objects onto the wooden frame of a globe. He had 

collected things from migrant trails for over a decade and in the process, realized the 

types of things left behind were changing, that he was no longer finding the more 

personal objects and that people might be leaving less behind. To him, these were now 
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heritage objects because they were becoming more rare in the desert, something uniquely 

preserved because of his predilection for collecting them. The contemporary art project 

he formed of these things had been on exhibit in multiple venues across the United States 

where he found that audiences almost always wanted to touch or even hug the objects 

(personal communication, 8/4/2016).  

Those who did not keep objects shared particular photos of objects that moved 

them. Often these were migrant shrines. One forest ranger who had been awarded for his 

efforts to organize clean-ups, coordinating massive operations and helicopter lifts of 

hundreds of tons of migrant materials out of remote mountain spaces, told me the stories 

of his encounters with migrant shrines, which he determined to leave in place because 

they were sacred to their makers (personal communication, 7/6/2016). That was his 

judgment call, made on-the-ground, not a matter of policy.  

At the IFNM, I participated in a clean-up with a young Bureau of Land 

Management intern. As we traveled together, we spoke about the meaning of migrant 

objects, and finally, he confided that there were some things he could not throw away 

despite his assigned clean-up responsibilities. He described this as an act of 

memorialization (personal communication, 7/8/2010). He took me to one such object, a 

pink backpack that he had found months earlier left by itself just off a trail corridor 

containing the belongings of a young woman, ranging from makeup to hygienic pads, 

also including what were ostensibly love letters. We sat at the backpack for a long time, 

and he tenderly unpacked the contents, later replacing them as they had been found. He 

said that he revisited the site on multiple occasions. He was clearly moved as he tried to 

express his anxiety about what had happened to the backpack’s owner. When I offered to 
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take the backpack from the site and preserve it as a part of my research, he emphatically 

denied my request. It was important to him that the object stayed in place, even if it 

meant it would be subject to decay. He described his hope that the owner might come 

back for it. Although both of us knew that would never happen, for him, the backpack 

staying in place symbolized the open-ended possibility.  
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Figure 15:	The pink Tinker Bell backpack and its contents: Clockwise from top: the backpack; a letter which translates 
in part, “Do not throw this away, do not rip it. Keep it to remember me as I will remember you every moment of my 
life” (punctuation added); a make-up bag in which the letters, along with several make-up items were stored; and a 
smaller letter in child-like script and broken grammar that translates, “Mamita, I love you, I adore you very much. This 
is a sincere message.” Photos by author. 	

One of the most remarkable examples of the collection of migrant materials I 

encountered was with the photographer, Tom Kiefer. He worked for a decade as a janitor 

for the Border Patrol. What began as a sanctioned effort to collect sealed food products 

for donation to a local food bank grew into an effort to collect religious objects, which 

extended into a massive collection of migrants’ materials retrieved from the Border Patrol 

Ajo Station dumpster. I asked him when he started to think of the objects as something 

more than “trash.”  

[In 2007] I’m starting to now collect food, to pull it out of the trash, along with doing the 

recycling, the cardboard, the aluminum and the plastic. And that’s when I’m seeing for 

the first time, really, all of these personal effects and belongings that were…[…] being 

thrown away. And you know, I don’t know if…it could have been some toothbrushes…a 

Bible, or rosary, but just seeing this was…[long pause] A Bible or rosary in conscience, I 

couldn’t let that remain in the trash. So, I started collecting these objects. And I did it 

very discreetly, while I was pulling the food out. You know? I would just set aside, you 

know, this rosary, or watch, or billfold. And so for the next seven years I started 

collecting and collecting and collecting and collecting. And it was about maybe… So I 

started collecting the items in 2007, and within about a year I realized or knew […] 

Maybe deep down I always knew.  

At first, the only “trash” objects with potential value were food. But, that 

valuation was extended as Kiefer interacted with the other objects. His rented studio 

space now contains the collection, and both his house and studio are packed with migrant 

objects. He will not part with the objects, which he sees as a cohesive collection of 
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migrant artifacts representative of the time period he spent collecting, 2007 to 2014. 

Eventually he began photographing his collection. In so doing, he endeavors to avoid 

sterile depictions to represent the beauty and ultimate value of the objects.  

I didn't want to photograph these in a way like it was a scientific study. Like, um, white 

background, like a scientific...like a scientific specimen… [I am] photographing these 

objects with a certain amount of reverence, respect, and also, life…Color. Vivid. 

Something that kind of breathes life into these inanimate objects. […] At first you're 

maybe looking at the colors and patterns, and "Wow, that looks nice." But, then you start 

thinking, "Oh my goodness. This was a person, and this is the blanket that they laid down 

on as they were crossing the desert." So, I think what people are responding to [when 

they see my photographs] is the, how they how they can personally relate or understand. 

And that's why I have foregone the kind of realistic, gritty [depictions seen elsewhere].  

In this way, Kiefer also calls into question the “scientific” pictures that 

characterize archaeological artifact photography. He sees such “sterile” portraiture as 

muting the “life” of the objects. When the otherwise utilitarian migrant materials enter 

their post-use lives, when they enter the status of ruins, their meaning also transforms. 

There are ways of documenting such objects that honor the “thingliness of things” 

(Harrison and Schofield 2010; Pétursdóttir 2013), embracing the ambiguity rather than 

shoe-horning its meaning as when that object is photographed as evidence. In Kiefer’s 

description, objects are also described as extensions of the human body, especially in 

light of their owner’s unknown fate (Hallam and Hockey 2001; Harrison 2008). In line 

with the aims of this paper, Kiefer had insight as to the power of intimate objects found 

without their owners, where such objects create openings for audiences to view and relate 
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to them without the preconceptions that would come with seeing such artifacts peopled 

with racialized brown bodies (personal communication, 11/1/16).  

As Kiefer has gained national recognition for his photographs6 of migrants’ 

belongings (e.g., Thompson 2015) he had a series of tense encounters with his former 

Border Patrol colleagues who imply that he “stole” the materials from their trash bins, 

even though his gathering of foodstuffs was sanctioned by the agency. In these moments, 

the workplace associates with whom he had once had a friendly relationship took a more 

hostile position towards him. If he had merely been taking pictures of objects the agents 

viewed unproblematically as “trash,” then why would such a thing change their 

relationship? Apparently, an object of “trash” can become an object of value when it calls 

into question the official narrative about border security. Returning to Douglas (2002), 

Kiefer’s regard for waste threatened the extant social order represented by the border 

agents. At the same time, there is an ongoing investigation by a local humanitarian 

organization as to whether Border Patrol unlawfully disposes of migrants’ belongings 

when they are detained, a behavior that speaks to the agency’s disregard for the migrants 

in their charge (NMD 2014). Through his collecting, Kiefer also became aware of the 

problematic nature of what was thrown away by the Border Patrol, as he realized that 

non-migrant prisoners have their belongings returned to them after they serve time in 

detention (personal communication, 11/1/2016).  

Other individuals mobilize the same concepts discussed by Kiefer, representing 

migrants’ objects in forms that seem almost alive. In many cases, collected materials 

from humanitarian clean ups were formed into artwork dedicated to the unknown fate of 

                                                
6 Visit tomkiefer.com to see his photographs of migrants’ belongings in a photo series called “El Sueño 
Americano.” 
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the objects’ owners. A sculpture project called, “Las Madres,” involved grounding jeans, 

t-shirts, and khakis found left behind on the migrant trail into a papier mache pulp. This 

was used to sculpt the figures of migrants’ mothers, who wait—sometimes indefinitely—

to know the fate of their child who made an undocumented journey. The mothers are 

exhibited outdoors in the courtyard of a local community college. This artwork 

foregrounds the ongoing decay of migrants’ objects. As the figures break-down, 

especially after rains, they appear to shed tears.  

The idea of making it out of their clothing, the clothing that we found, the clothing that 

carried [migrants’] DNA, that carried the sweat, the tears, the blood…we wanted them to 

break down the way the bodies do in the desert when they’re left behind (Antonia 

Gallegos, one of the artists, quoted in Amin and Gliha 2014).  

 

Figure 16:	Las Madres statues, photographed at Pima Community College East, 2010. Photos courtesy of [reference 
removed]. Used with Permission. 	

Gallegos’ comment represents some overlap with how the UMP has discussed the 

archaeological concept of use wear in relation to migrant objects. Use wear pertains to 

material traces left on an artifact that indicate its past use (De León 2015). In Las Madres, 
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use wear like blood and sweat stains were consciously represented, even as the materials 

used in the sculptures were changed from their original forms. These sculptures are one 

of many examples of local art utilizing migrant belongings.  

Alvaro Enciso, a local humanitarian volunteer, collects migrant objects to use as 

accent pieces on crosses he places at migrant death sites. Here, migrant objects from the 

desert are deliberately collected in order to be returned to the desert. The crosses 

constructed by Enciso are made of purchased lumber and found objects. When placed at 

the locations where a migrant body was discovered, they respond to an absence in the 

landscape: when the bodies of the thousands of migrants who have died in the desert are 

recovered, no trace is left of what happened (cf. Sostaita 2016). This example falls 

between the forces of erasure and the material presences that mark the migration 

landscape.   

Sometimes, existing vernacular shrines are already on site when a cross is placed 

(Figure 7). In the moment, this is always discussed as something momentous, because the 

existing site likely means that the deceased’s traveling companions stopped during their 

risky journeys to erect a grave marker. Enciso’s crosses then come to be an addition to an 

existing migrant site, adding another layer to the formation processes underway in this 

landscape (Soto 2016).  
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Figure 17:	A red cross 
placed by Alvaro 
Enciso and other 
members of the Tucson 
Samaritans, alongside a 
migrant-made shrine 
that was found at the 
site when cross 
placement occurred. 
The accent piece on the 
red cross is a 
repurposed tuna can 
recovered from a 
migrant trail. Photos by 
author. 	

Removal 

of migrants’ 

objects is 

sometimes 

contested for 

unexpected 

reasons. Figure 8 shows a stretcher made by migrants on behalf of a companion with a 

broken leg, who ultimately died from her injuries. The stretcher, made from tree branches 

crudely tethered together by belts and shoestrings is on display at the Arizona Historical 

Society Museum. I interviewed those who had initially found the stretcher in situ, and the 

woman who brought it to the museum. In the wilderness, the stretcher had been curated 

in place by a select group of humanitarian volunteers who used it as a pilgrimage site, to 

which media representatives and school groups were also taken. At the Museum, the 

curator told me that most people do not recognize the object for what it is unless they are 

on a guided tour and the meaning is explained (personal communication, 10/31/16). 

There is only a small sign accompanying the object, which is exhibited oddly in the 

Museum “Hall of Transportation” alongside historic carriages and oxcarts. There remains 
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among some in the humanitarian community an unresolved tension that this important 

object had been taken 

from the desert 

(personal 

communication, 

10/21/2016).  

 

Figure 18:	The stretcher on 
display in the Arizona 
Historical Society Museum in 
the “Hall of Transportation.” 
Photo by author. 	

Others 

described similar 

tension over the 

archaeological efforts 

undertaken by the UMP 

that catalogued “more 

than 30,000 artifacts” 

(Gokee and De León 

2014: 142), not because of its mission to give heritage consideration to the found objects, 

but because the project removed migrant materials from the landscape. This was also 

because the UMP’s efforts happened to coincide with a time when there came to be much 

less material visible in the landscape. As one humanitarian volunteer said to me, “That 

guy Jason De León took like 40,000 [objects], I think. Incredible amounts of stuff. Good 

stuff. You know, there was so much at the time.” This brings forward unexplored ethical 
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questions unique to the practice of contemporary archaeology. These are questions that 

elude neat answers, for the least reason that the UMP’s efforts took place on a much 

smaller scale than the removal of migrant materials undertaken by the SAP and preserved 

materials that might otherwise have been deposited at landfills.  

Almost all of the individuals I interviewed reported observing less materials in the 

wilderness now, versus in the mid-2000s and early 2010s. The fact was attributed to the 

wide range of ongoing clean-up efforts coupled with the fact that migrants now seem to 

be leaving less behind. It is speculated that this is perhaps because more migrants are 

coming to the United States from Central America, traveling thousands of miles through 

Mexico before even reaching the U.S. border (Martínez 2015) and losing their belongings 

on the way. Others, including one ranger from the Coronado Forest, considered that 

migrants leaving less materials was part of a deliberate effort to evade detection.  

Something has kind of developed in the last few years. Just in general places that we saw 

that were trashed out more, you started seeing not as much trash. And I remember 

specifically running into Border Patrol agents and saying, “Man, this is great. You know? 

We’re not seeing as much refuse out here.” And they said, “Oh yeah, well [migrants are] 

starting to pick up after themselves.” So, you know, seeing the refuse may not be real 

indication of what’s active (personal communication, 5/25/2016). 

If one were to go out to the desert south of Tucson today, he or she would find a 

whole lot less “stuff” attributed to migration than in previous years. Among those I 

interviewed, some were happy with this development while others were a bit less 

comfortable with it. Not that they wanted more stuff on the landscape, per se, but they 

felt its absence (personal communications, 6/8/2016, 8/6/2016, 10/13/2016). Seeing piles 

of things in the wilderness was normalized to some extent for people working in these 
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spaces, such that the conventional wisdom reverses itself and suddenly, the absence of 

ruins is what seems strange.   

Discussion and Conclusion 

Though driven in some sense by affect, the relationship of border locals and the 

found belongings of migrants extends to a greater need to interpret such material in order 

to co-exist and survive in a landscape touched by violence and trauma (Stoler 2013). For 

locals, interactions with and interpretations of migrant objects extends to the realm of the 

phenomenological—interpreting situations by feeling, and based on years of experience, 

knowing what specific things in specific locations reveal about what to expect when 

navigating the border wilderness (Piekielek 2009; Seibert 2013). For example, seeing a 

pair of shoes abandoned in the middle of a dirt road possibly indicate a migrant who 

succumbed to the final effects of hyperthermia, at which stage individuals often take off 

their shoes and clothes in a final effort to cool themselves (cf. Urrea 2004). Seibert 

(2013) described his ride along with an Arizona Game and Fish Department employee 

who stopped his vehicle in the middle of a dirt road when coming across a pair of white 

sneakers.  

“Do you smell anything?” he asked quietly as he rolled down both windows. “No…,” I 

replied just as quietly, now less certain than ever of what we were doing, of what of what 

we were experiencing, and why. “Sometimes they take their shoes off right before they 

die,” he said quietly, “I don’t know why” (39-40).   

Seibert writes, “sometimes I regret not taking a picture of those white shoes” 

(2013: 40) because they played such a formative role in his understanding of the southern 

Arizona migration landscape of the 2007 to 2013 period. Seibert’s work describes how 
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when locals talk about “trash” or the belongings left by migrants, the discourse has real 

consequences behind it. Questions about whether migrant material is old or new, and 

what kinds of materials are present become questions about feeling safe, or orienting 

oneself about what to expect around the next corner, whether a dead body, a living 

individual, or a large group of travelers.  

Many of the individuals I interviewed had discovered the dead bodies of migrants 

in the wilderness. Given the high state of decay in which most remains are found 

(Martínez et al. 2013), and out of respect, horror, and adherence to the laws against 

tampering with a crime scene, the ones who discover them are unlikely to hold them or 

even touch them (cf. Moshenska 2006). It invites the questioning of how having found 

migrants’ bodies affect the way people might deal with disembodied migrants’ objects. 

On most occasions, people were more willing to discuss found migrant objects than what 

it was like to find a dead body. It makes sense. In a way, they were protecting 

themselves. For those who collected objects, even things they conceived of as “trash,” the 

behavior allowed them to gain a sense of control in the ruins of a man-made disaster 

mediated by material objects that could be touched and held (cf. Moshenska 2006). 

Through salvage or disposal of these objects, one comes to control one element of a 

situation that is bigger than him or herself, a situation where needless deaths occur and 

where the accumulation of belongings make certain wilderness spaces look like 

“destroyed cit[ies]” (Doty 2006: 61).  

SAP reports sometimes speculated about the meaning behind the migrants’ 

objects encountered, but mostly, the reports focused on simple and sanitized counts of 

things collected, in numbers, in pounds, and in tons. This reductive language is not unlike 
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that which labels a human being an “illegal,” which performs a reifying function (De 

Genova 2002; Galemba 2013). At the same time, these reports do not quite reflect the 

experiences described by those involved with clean-ups, who personally encountered 

such objects, that were much more nuanced and questioning. Returning to Douglas’ 

(2002) point about the innocuous nature of combined rubbish heaps versus distinguishing 

individually recognizable objects in those heaps, most of my interlocutors first became 

interested in migrants’ belongings through first fixating on a singular object, or a class of 

specific materials like rosaries and Bibles. SAP reports combined all migrant objects into 

“rubbish,” while people physically working with such materials were literally “poking 

through the refuse” and sometimes “reviving [the] identit[ies]” of individual objects 

(Douglas 2002: loc. 2640).  

In the messy dialectical space between trash and heritage, the archaeological 

heritage drive to intervene in processes of ongoing ruination, to preserve objects, and 

more widely, to perceive processes of entropy as problems to be solved mark a kind of 

intervention that may inadvertently sanitize powerful uncanny objects. Archaeologists 

collect and catalogue artifacts, and in so doing interrupt the forces of decay. Certain 

typological artifacts from their collection are often displayed in museum exhibits, where 

objects offer snapshots in time (Gonzalez-Ruibal 2014; Pétursdóttir 2013). But, the 

archaeological record is always partial, subject to cultural transformation and taphonomic 

processes. I consider “taphonomy” here in the broadest sense, as it “describes those 

processes, intentional and unintentional, human and natural, large scale and nano scale, 

that go into the creation and distillation of the archaeological record” (Dawdy 2006: 719). 

The fact of a fragmented and decaying record can be a strength of archaeology, as it 
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enables us to tell stories of places and things abandoned and left to ruin, and ambiguous 

traces that allow us to step outside of the neat linear narratives adopted by historians 

(Gonzalez-Ruibal 2013, 2014; Pétursdóttir 2013). In this case, perhaps treating these 

records as elements of story to be perfectly recreated is overly deterministic in the face of 

the visceral rawness that comes with an object left in the desert whose history is 

ambiguous, though it certainly involved the bodily suffering of its owner (Pétursdóttir 

and Olsen 2014; Pollock 2016). Susan Pollock (2016: 736) relates these ideas to her 

archaeological excavation of a Nazi-era forced labor camp outside of Berlin: 

It is precisely the ambiguity of the remains that allows us to hint at some of the multiple 

possibilities surrounding them. Each gives a fleeting glimpse of momentary experiences 

in the lives of the forced laborers without constraining these to single, presumably 

definitive situations. Perhaps it is part of the burden of history that some things must 

remain unknown and unresearchable.  

In some cases, trauma and tragedy can be best honored by partial stories that 

manifest evidence while honoring the ambiguity on the ground, denying any tidy and 

comfortable resolution and foregrounding a sense of the uncanny. In the Arizona desert, 

we often do not know what happened to the migrants to whom the left behind objects 

belonged. Did they die en route as too many do (Rubio-Goldsmith et al. 2016)? Are they 

living in hiding as deportable people in the United States (de Genova 2002)? This is 

critical for contemporary objects and buildings left in a state of ruin, whose abject status 

is evidence of some form of rupture (Gordillo 2011; Stoler 2013). Some trauma occurred 

must have occurred when an otherwise still utilitarian thing was left to decay (DeSilvey 

and Edensor 2012; Gonzalez-Ruibal 2014; Pétursdóttir and Olsen 2014). People who 

encounter evidence of violence are left to face the undeniable materiality of what 
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happened and also the lack of resolution (Gonzalez-Ruibal 2014; Pétursdóttir and Olsen 

2014; Pollock 2016). They are left to ask what happened and why, or to make a choice to 

ignore it by applying the reifying label of “trash.”  
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Abstract: Undocumented migrants entering the United States on foot through southern Arizona 
face extreme uncertainty and risk in their endeavor. The forces of decay and erasure experienced 
by migrants and the things they carry ensure the rapid disappearances of the traces—primary 
material evidence—of this already invisible and precarious social move- ment as it unfolds. 
Playing a large role in this erasure is U.S. border security policy, which routes migrants into 
remote spaces where their experiences are hidden and where they are likely to become lost, to 
become hurt, and die. The environment of Arizona’s Sonoran Desert rapidly decays both objects 
and human bodies when people die en route, where migrant death is as high per capita as it has 
ever been. When discovered by land managers, investigators, or others, the things migrants leave 
behind and their bodies after death are actively removed from the landscape. Remarkable within 
this context of erasure are the semi-permanent and deliberately placed vernacular shrines, which 
mark migrants’ engage- ment with risk. The evocative nature of shrines inspires their preservation 
and curation by non-migrants who encounter them. As shrine sites directly engage with the risks 
migrants face, because of their sacred aura, and because they uniquely persevere in the harsh 
desert landscape, these sites serve as memento mori. Tethered in place, they become physical and 
emotional points of reference for navigating a landscape characterized by risk and uncertainty.  

Keywords: Undocumented migration, U.S.–Mexico border, memento mori, risk, possibility, 
shrines, erasure  

Introduction 

Undocumented migrants entering the United States on foot through southern Arizona 

face extreme uncertainty and risk in their endeavor. The forces of decay and erasure 

experienced by migrants and the things they carry ensure the rapid disappearances of the 

traces—the primary material evidence—of this already invis- ible and precarious social 

movement as it unfolds. Playing a large role in this erasure is U.S. border security policy, 

which routes migrants into remote spaces where their experiences are hidden and where 

they are likely to become lost, to become hurt, and die (Anderson and Parks, 2008; Doty, 

2011; Magan ̃ a, 2008). The environment of Arizona’s Sonoran Desert rapidly decays 

both objects and human bodies when people die en route, where migrant death is as high 



 161 

per capita as it has ever been (de Leon, 2015; Martinez et al., 2013; Squire, 2014; 

Sundberg, 2008). When discovered by land managers, investigators, or others, the things 

migrants leave behind and their bodies after death are actively removed from the 

landscape (BLM, 2015; BMI, 2015; Sundberg, 2008).  

Remarkable within this context of erasure are the semi-permanent and deliber- 

ately placed vernacular shrines, which mark migrants’ engagement with risk. The 

evocative nature of these shrines inspires their preservation and curation by non- migrants 

who encounter them. As shrine sites directly engage with the risks migrants face, because 

of their sacred aura, and because they uniquely persevere in the harsh desert landscape, 

these sites serve as memento mori (Hallam and Hockey, 2001; Kidron, 2012; Saunders, 

2003a). Tethered in place, they become physical and emotional points of reference for 

navigating a landscape characterized by risk and uncertainty.  

The ambiguity objectified (sensu Tilley, 2006a) in shrines is particularly import- 

ant (Papadopoulos et al., 2008; Squire, 2015). This nuance is often lost in discus- sions of 

undocumented migration in favor of a focus on state-based oppression of migrants 

(Campbell and Heyman, 2007; Papadopoulos et al., 2008; Slack and Campbell, 2016; 

Squire, 2014, 2015; Wheatley, 2015). Some of the most concrete measures of the 

ambiguity of risk in the borderlands come from the longitudinal studies among 

undocumented migrants crossing from Mexico into the United States, which demonstrate 

that the ultimate success rate for undocumented jour- neys in this era of heightened 

border security—given multiple attempts to cross the border—never decreased below 95 

percent (Massey et al., 2016).  

Risk is always open-ended, with the possibility of multiple outcomes. The goal of 
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this paper is to discuss shrines as representations of risk in its truest sense: as pertains to 

possibility of success, death, or a range of outcomes between the two. Though a focus on 

the fleeting nature of most migrant materiality is necessary to understand the nature of 

risk and uncertainty in the borderlands, it is important to note that border taphonomy also 

exemplifies the dialectical struggle between migrants, agents of border security, and non-

human forces such as the rugged landscape as it facilitates or inhibits both (Boyce, 2016; 

Dawdy, 2015; de Leon, 2012; Squire, 2014).  

To begin, I expand on the role of invisibility, decay, and erasure as they pertain to 

the risks of migration, and pair these with an overview of migrant shrines in the 

landscape. I then provide a theoretical framework for place-making and memento mori as 

they illuminate the role of shrines. The following section enumerates the methods utilized 

to document migrant shrines, and the section entitled ‘‘Memento Mori’’ describes seven 

shrine sites and their social context.  

Case Study: Invisibility, decay, erasure, and what remains 

Undocumented migration occurs in remote places, hidden from public oversight. So, 

when people do suffer and die during undocumented journeys, it is not seen. Further, the 

locations are difficult to reach and hard to find. Though there have been robust scholarly 

efforts to document the experiences of migrants before and after they cross the border 

(Durand and Massey, 2004; Magaña, 2008; Sanchez, 2015; Slack et al., 2015; Vogt, 

2012; Wheatley, 2015), what occurs in transit is largely invisible (exceptions being de 

Leon, 2013, 2015; de Leon et al., 2015; Spener, 2009).  

There is more than one way to become lost in this landscape. Although various 

scholars and NGOs work to count the number of undocumented migrants who die 
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circumnavigating U.S. border security, many more bodies may still be out here, leaving 

these individuals’ ultimate fates ambiguous to those who know them (BMI, 2015; Edkins, 

2011; Reineke, 2013). This ambiguity of loss is pervasive and extends beyond immediate 

family with the widening perception that the landscape itself is turning into an unmarked 

graveyard (de Leon, 2015; Diaz-Barriga and Dorsey, 2011; Srikrishnan and Hennessy-

Fiske, 2014). Further, even among the thousands of migrant bodies recovered in Arizona, 

only one-third have been identified (BMI, 2015; Martinez et al., 2013). This is because 

the harsh conditions of the desert rapidly degrade human remains: people are often 

recovered as skeletons, with char- acteristics that once personified them (faces, eyes, and 

even fingerprints and DNA) obliterated by desert elements and faunal scavengers (BMI, 

2015; Martinez et al., 2013). For the individuals gambling their lives in a border crossing, 

the threat of death, but also of their very identities being relegated to oblivion, is real.  

The intimate objects that migrants carry with them to survive their journeys are 

also ephemeral and experience rapid decay and ultimate obliteration. These include water 

bottles, backpacks, clothing, and food containers (de Leon, 2015; Squire, 2014; 

Sundberg, 2008). This is not to conflate the importance of human remains and objects left 

behind, but rather to emphasize the ongoing destruction of primary evidence.  

Migrant remains and left-behind objects are also actively removed from the 

landscape. When bodies are discovered, they are moved to a mortuary for post-mortem 

examination. Though body recovery is positive, giving the dead hope of identification, 

repatriation to their families, and proper burial, removal means there is often no physical 

trace left of the death on the landscape (BMI, 2015; Martinez et al., 2013; Reineke, 

2013). There is nothing to mark most of the points where bodies were found, also adding 
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to the pervasive sense of the border as an invisible graveyard (de Leon, 2015; Doty, 

2011; Magaña, 2008). What is visible is not the whole story.  

A number of border stakeholders actively remove migrants’ left-behind mater- 

ials in order to collect and preserve them, or to clean the landscape of materials perceived 

as trash (Banks, 2009; Sundberg, 2008). These clean-up efforts now officially supplement 

U.S. border security strategy, where an initiative called the ‘‘Southern Arizona Project’’ 

spearheaded by the Bureau of Land Management aims to pick up and remove migrant 

materials (conceived as ‘‘trash’’) in order to deter future migration through the same 

areas (BLM, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2015). The rationale is that when migrants view materials 

cleaned from popular travel corridors, they will realize that the area is known and 

potentially monitored (BLM, 2012, 2015). They will thus avoid the area, which would 

further reroute migrant travel into increasingly remote space. Discussions with a range of 

border stake- holders participating in these efforts suggest that in recent years (since 

approxi- mately 2012) migrants now purposely leave less behind. The dialectical struggle 

thus continues between the forces seeking to interdict migrants’ passage and migrants’ 

adoption of methods to overcome these efforts (see de Leon, 2012, 2015). But both mean 

that there are increasingly less traces of these social processes at work.  

Within a migration context characterized by invisibility, decay, and erasure, there 

is another subset of more persistent materials that deliberately memorialize their owners. 

These are shrines. Shrines mediate the risk of a journey in a spiritual sense and are 

largely made up of the personal materials of those who otherwise travel anonymously and 

necessarily in the shadows. Migrant-built shrines can be found within migrant travel 

corridors, built with piled rocks, adorned with votive candles, photos, prayer cards, small 
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toys, and jewelry, among other personal objects. The things left behind at shrine sites are 

distinct from the used food and drink containers or torn clothing people simply drop or 

leave behind for the sake of expedience. These are particular and powerful objects that 

embody some aspect of what was left behind at home, and of the identity of their owners 

(Bender, 2001; Miller, 2010; Parkin, 1999; Saunders, 2003a, 2003b, 2009) (Figure 19).  

Figure 19:		One	of	seven migrant shrines found during the course of fieldwork. Votive candles, piled rocks, coins, and 
saint cards are visible. Photo courtesy of Keith Graves.	

In the circumstances of an undocumented border crossing, indications of people 

stopping during the course of their travels to construct or make offerings at shrines are a 

remarkable act of agency. For people who lack control of their environment in such a 

profound way, these materials create a memorial of identity, familiarity, and the cultural 

context of their makers (Anschuetz et al., 2001; Bender, 2001; Bourdieu, 1985; Bowser 

and Zedeño, 2009).  
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Both material types—basic survival materials and the personal items left at 

shrines—provide tangible evidence of undocumented migration. However, shrine-

building reflects a process of deliberate place-making, and the creation of a visual and 

visceral evocation to the sacred that engages the range of migrant and non-migrant 

individuals who encounter them. Humanitarian aid workers regularly revisit shrines, 

some even leading student groups and other outsiders on pilgrim- ages to these sites. 

They clean and curate the sites. In fact, some humanitarian volunteers have been inspired 

to build similar shrines to mark locations where migrant remains were recovered.  

Through interviews with individuals in the land management agencies spear- 

heading clean-up, I found that while most migrant materials would be disposed off 

enthusiastically, all who reported finding wilderness shrines constructed by migrants left 

these sites intact (this includes 9 of the 25 land managers and ranchers interviewed). The 

land managers acknowledged shrines to be sacred to those who built them, and cited this 

as the rationale for not disturbing them.  

It is necessary to have some sense of the multiple shifts and erasures in the social 

and physical landscape of migration to truly grasp the extraordinary endurance of migrant 

shrines. On the one hand, perhaps known shrines are disproportionately large or resilient 

to the elements. On the other hand, those otherwise charged with cleaning-up migrants’ 

left-behind materials uniquely preserve shrine sites, and others inspired by the sites 

uniquely care for and curate them. Shrine sites’ evoca- tive nature facilitates for their 

endurance in the landscape, despite the mani- fold forces of erasure that apply to almost 

all other migrant materiality in the U.S.–Mexico borderlands. Because of their unique 

perseverance in situ, shrines serve not only as memorials but also as waypoints.  
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The theoretical framing of memento mori facilitates an understanding of the 

material, memorial, and emotional endurance associated with such sites, where their 

longevity is deeply entwined with the geographic and social context of migrants’ risky 

journeys. While shrines are symbols of the Catholicism shared by most migrants (Hagan, 

2008; Vila, 2000), they also index migration’s risk, providing a tangible point of 

reference to make sense of the shifting border landscape.  

Both landscape and objects constitute focal points of this study, where without the 

context of the landscape as a strategically used deterrent where thousands have lost their 

lives, shrines lose a great deal of context. I argue that shrine sites function symbiotically 

as memento mori and as critical waypoints in the risky geography of the borderlands 

(Malinowski, 1935, 1992; Saunders, 2003a).  

Demarcating and memorializing risk in the landscape 

Memento mori are objects which commemorate or memorialize death and near death, but 

also provide hope as a means of fortifying oneself mentally and spir- itually in the face of 

death or danger by objectifying it (Hallam and Hockey, 2001; Kidron, 2012; Saunders, 

2009; Tilley, 2006a). Memento mori is a Latin phrase meaning, ‘‘remember your 

mortality’’ (Hallam and Hockey, 2001: 9). It refers to a class of materials  

... that silently encapsulate and perform pasts that have culminated in death or near death 

experiences... Some of these objects do not evoke natural or anticipated death, but, rather, 

dramatic and unexpected ruptures in the texture of the self and the family, such as forced 

migration, combat, genocide, or mortal illness. Consequently, these memento mori are 

characterized by unique ambiguities and resultant auras. They may materially evoke 

terrible moments of a survivor’s violent past and concomitantly recall the valiant forces 

of survival . . . (Kidron, 2012: 10)  
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The designation memento mori is not naively humanistic or reductionist (Squire, 

2015); it expresses the ambiguity of walking the line between victimhood and sur- vival. 

It is an index of risk and suffering that can prove evocative to outsiders, for the very 

reason that it encapsulates the supreme ambiguity of the borderlands that often evades 

articulation. Migrants are not just victims though they are surely victimized. The majority 

of migrants will not die crossing the border though death continues to occur at crisis 

levels. And neither the migration experience nor the portrait of the migrant is 

generalizeable, though their shared exposure to risk is unifying. The creation of a tangible 

and anchored index of the ambiguous risk of a migrant journey presents a potent counter 

narrative to the charged political rhetoric supporting border security that undermines 

migrants’ rights as human beings (Cacho, 2012; Nevins, 2010).  

In archaeological literature, people create places of meaning (Anschuetz et al., 

2001; Ashmore and Knapp, 1999; Bowser and Zeden ̃ o, 2009; Tilley, 2006a), which ‘‘. . 

. involves appropriation and transformation of space and nature that is insep- arable from 

the reproduction and transformation of society in time and space’’ (Pred, 1986: 6). That 

is, by living in or even moving through a space, that space becomes a place representing 

those who occupy it. Such building acts are marks of appropriation, of ownership, and of 

belonging. Thus, shrines also exemplify the contradictions of the border landscape, 

because these processes of place-making were undertaken by those legally excluded from 

the United States. Thus, social relationships of class, power, legality, and cultural practice 

become visible within the material modifications of the landscape (Bowser and Zedeño, 

2009; Hirsch and O’Hanlon, 1995; Tilley, 2006a). The building of shrines in remote 

places with vernacular materials and methods speak to the severe limitations for place-
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making experienced by migrants in transit. But, the fact that shrines were built despite 

these limitations also speaks volumes. The perseverance of such vernacular sites in the 

contested border landscape is testament to the shrines’ meaning that extends beyond their 

original creators.  

The extension of meaning forms an equally important element in the conception 

of memento mori. Death, loss, trauma, and engagements with mortal risk catalyze the 

transformation of objects present in those moments into embodiments of those events, 

and their human counterparts. This idea fits into a wider body of theoretical literature on 

materiality and also holds some potency given the processes of erasure that occur in this 

border context (Bender, 2001; Miller, 2008; Tilley, 2006b; Turkle, 2007).  

Materiality allows for a consideration of the objectification and reification of 

human beings. In certain social circumstances, one is reduced to their biology alone, with 

only the meat that gives the body form, and none of the transcendence of personhood, 

emotions, and people who love you (Agamben, 1998, 2002; Miller, 2010; Scarry, 1985). 

Here, that objectification occurs as a result of the state exercis- ing its sovereign power—

to define the boundaries of who belongs and who does not. Agamben (1998) refers to this 

as ‘‘bare life,’’ when a state power deliberately revokes its protection and ensuing 

valuation of unwanted people. Mbembe (2003) elaborates on this as ‘‘necropolitics,’’ 

when a state exercises its power to kill the unwanted without explanation or oversight. 

Because the obliteration of people is a tool of state power (see Ferrandiz, 2008; Funari, 

2010; Gonzalez-Ruibal, 2014), a rethinking of embodiment is necessary here.  

Maintaining presence in the face of absent bodies or invisible death becomes a 

political action that can be carried out by memento mori, which embodies the hidden pain 
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and deaths of clandestine populations. In the act of creating a spiritual refuge on the same 

landscape utilized politically as an instrument of inflicting pain (Doty, 2011; Magaña, 

2008), migrants confront and temper that landscape’s power, and by extension the state’s 

power to kill (albeit indirectly) without explanation. Despite the high levels of risk they 

face, those who make an undocumented journey are not stripped of their capacity to 

engage in politics (Das and Randeria, 2015; Papadopoulos et al., 2008; Squire, 2015).  

Methods 

During an archaeological sample survey of an undocumented migration landscape in 

southern Arizona between 2010 and 2016, I mapped and documented 49 distinct sites 

where materials were left behind and engaged in archaeological survey of nearly 100 

miles of trails in clandestine travel corridors. Survey consisted of documentation with a 

handheld GPS receiver. It involved no artifact collection, but relied on documentation at 

sites with a focus on object density and date-able materials. Of the 49 sites documented, 

seven were migrant shrines. I also visited or assisted in the placement of nine crosses that 

mark migrant death locations. Members of the humanitarian volunteer groups, the Tucson 

Samaritans and an affiliated group in Cochise County, are responsible for erecting these 

death mar- kers. All fieldwork was located in an area extending east to west between 

Douglas, Arizona and Yuma, Arizona, a distance of 310 miles. North to south, sites 

ranged up to 70 miles north of the border, representing an overall area of 21,700 square 

miles within which sites were selectively sampled.  

Since 2010, I also conducted 39 semi-structured interviews7 with a range of non-

migrant stakeholders who work in the border landscape, including humanitarian activists 
                                                
7 In 2010, interviews took place with institutional oversight from the University of Bristol; interviews in 
2016 took place with institutional approval from the University of Arizona. � 
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(n=11), managers of public lands (n=22), law enforcement officials (n=3), and ranchers 

(n=3). Ethnography allowed me to gain perspective on shifts within the migration 

landscape over time as they were uniquely visible to those who stayed in place over a 

period of dynamic change. It also presented the opportunity to better understand these 

individuals’ interactions with migrants’ materials.  

Outside of formal fieldwork, I visited numerous additional migrant sites while 

participating in water distribution with local humanitarian groups No More Deaths, the 

Tucson Samaritans, and Humane Borders.  

Additionally, preparation for this project involved literature review of the many 

published accounts of migrants’ journeys during the current era of border security 

(including Campbell and Heyman, 2007; de Leon, 2015; Durand and Massey, 2004; 

Ferguson et al., 2010; Massey and Sanchez, 2010; Martinez, 2001, 2013; Sanchez, 2015; 

Spener, 2009; Vogt, 2012; Wheatley, 2015), with a particular focus on accounts of 

shrine-building and other acts of memento production and curation from the migrant trail 

(Durand and Massey, 2004; Hagan, 2008; Perrez-Blanes and Barros, 2016). Hagan’s 

(2008) work is particularly important as it is an ethnography focused on migrants’ shrine-

building activities in the U.S.–Mexico borderlands. Hagan’s fieldwork took place in the 

midst of a period of migration known as ‘‘the surge’’ (dating from the early 2000s to 

2008’s economic recession) when rates of undocu- mented migration were at their height 

(Martinez et al., 2013). Since that time, the rates of migration declined and the 

demographics of migration also shifted, with people traveling from increasingly further 

south of the border (Martinez et al., 2013; Massey et al., 2010). In recent years, what was 

once a cottage industry of smuggling aligned with local relational networks was 
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overtaken by narco-cartels (Martinez, 2016; Massey et al., 2016; Slack and Campbell, 

2016).  

The danger of a border crossing also led those who did successfully cross the 

border to remain in the United States and not return home (Massey et al., 2016; Slack et 

al., 2015). Largely, this means new groups—particularly, more people coming from 

Central America than ever before, and less Mexicans—are making this journey without 

the same accumulated social capital of networks and experiential knowledge held by the 

demographics of Mexican migrants whose families were historically linked to 

undocumented migration (Martinez et al., 2013; Singer and Massey, 1998; Vogt, 2012). 

These factors also make current undocumented migration more dangerous. They coincide 

with changing cultural practices and rates of material deposition observed in the border 

landscape, including an observed decline of active use of shrines. All border stakeholders 

interviewed in 2016 independently described viewing a recent decline in migrant 

materials left behind. Research currently underway by the author attempts to quantify this 

anecdotal and observed evidence. Thus, Hagan’s (2008) work importantly comes from a 

time when shrine-building was active among border crossers, and provides historical 

insight into the motives of migrant shrine- builders. This not to say new demographics of 

migrants do not participate in shrine-building, but traces of such activity were not evident 

at the shrine sites I documented.  

I also conducted a literature review of shrine-building activities by Hispanic 

communities in the United States and migrant sending communities in Mexico and 

Central America. I did this in order to understand the cultural context of shrine-building 

(Beezley et al., 1994; Espinosa and Garcia, 2008; Griffith, 1992; Honagneu-Sotelo et al., 
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2004; Marchi, 2006).  

This fieldwork parallels Jason de Leon’s Undocumented Migration Project that 

documented hundreds of migrant sites and tens of thousands of artifacts (de Leon, 2012, 

2013, 2015; de Leon et al., 2015; Gokee and de Leon, 2014). Adding to de Leon’s 

considerable contribution to a comprehensive understanding of the undocu- mented 

migrant journey, this perspective focuses on shrines, a class of migrant material culture 

with a distinct material biography.  

Memento Mori 

Migrant Shrines 

Migrant shrines are identifiable via a range of material indicators. Of seven such sites 

located, five were positioned around a tree or cactus (Figures 3), while the other two were 

located in rock alcoves (see Figures 2). Three of the seven included a large cloth image of 

the Virgen de Guadalupe tied around the trunk of a tree or cactus. The two shared 

features of all shrines were the presence of votive candles and piled rock, though these 

could range drastically in number. The rocks were either piled at the shrines’ bases or 

used to demarcate a circular boundary around them. Five of the seven sites were not 

directly affiliated with a rest site. Rest sites are places where other migrant belongings 

were found piled, indicating a location that migrants stopped to rest and unload their 

packs (described by Gokee and de Leon, 2014; Soto, 2010). Two of the seven shrines 

were centrally located at a rest site. These two were the smallest of all the shrines 

consisting of two or three votive candles, a rosary, a saint card, and some piled rocks. The 

larger shrines had an array of objects around them, including children’s toys, coins, 

horseshoes, letters, photos, prayer cards, and religious amulets, among other similar items 
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(Figures 20 and 21).  

Based on the ethnographic fieldwork carried out among nearly 100 recently 

deported migrants in Nogales, Sonora and migrants in undisclosed locations who 

successfully traveled into the United States, Jacqueline Hagan (2008) found that many 

migrants shared the custom of erecting shrines from materials found on their journeys, 

like stones and feathers, as well as specific emotional materials carried from home, like 

photos and prayer cards to local patron saints. For those Hagan interviewed, shrine-

making was meant to pay respect to migrants who died, and simultaneously petition a 

higher power for their own safe passage. The intention was also to inspire hope for future 

migrants. Given that the materials left behind indicate their owners’ successful passage to 

that point, other migrants encountering these sites considered these objects to have 

positive energy. By leaving their own objects at the shrine, it was considered possible to 

harness this energy. Thus, an accumulation of objects at shrines was likely to beget more 

objects in circular fashion. The materials described in Hagan’s account proved consistent 

with the materials present at the seven shrine sites documented.  
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Figure 20: An alcove shrine near Patagonia, Arizona. Photo by author.  
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Figure 21: A tree shrine near Arivaca, Arizona. Photo by author.  

Local Relationships with Shrines 

One shrine near a roadside clearly had a mix of migrant and non-migrant objects, the 
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latter including a solar-powered garden lamp and a bulky concrete statue of coyotes 

howling. This one had an array of objects of ambiguous origins, such as Star Wars and 

gorilla action figures and cloth or paper flowers. This roadside shrine is particularly 

interesting, as a Tucson-based humanitarian volunteer had personally undertaken 

maintenance and curation of the site. When interviewed, he reported finding the shrine 

almost a decade prior, at which point he recognized the bandana tied around the shrine’s 

cactus base as one exclusively available in Altar, Sonora, Mexico. To him, this 

established its provenience and authenticity as a migrant-made shrine since Altar is a 

small town where migrants crossing into Arizona almost universally stopped to stock up 

on supplies for their journeys across the border. This is no longer the case as the town has 

come under control of drug cartels (Carroll, 2015; Magaña, 2008; Slack and Campbell, 

2016).  

When the humanitarian volunteer passed the shrine again, he found the ban- dana 

with the Virgen faded and frayed. He undertook to purchase an exact replica of that 

bandana from Altar and used it to replace the original. He has done this multiple times 

over the years. Care, time, and some personal finance were spent in these efforts (Figure 

4).  

When I visited this shrine, I found a cache of broken votive candles hidden in the 

bushes near by, out of sight of passing motorists. Additionally, the cloth and paper 

flowers at the shrine were relatively fresh. In fact, this was one of the few shrines at 

which there were recently deposited materials. Because the humanitarian only reported 

replacing the cloth, it was clear that maintenance of the site was jointly undertaken with 

unknown others.  
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This site was not unique in inspiring wider community engagement in its main- 

tenance. A local land manager in Patagonia, Arizona took me to a migrant shrine also 

nearly a decade old (Figure 2). This individual explained that because of the shrine’s 

location near a local recreational campsite, he had visited the place multiple times and 

routinely found it alternately vandalized and repaired, though there had not been new 

migrant materials deposited there for some years. The efforts to alternately destroy and 

repair the shrine were often undertaken by locals, not migrants, who took responsibility 

for the site. When he and I visited the site in summer 2016, the shrine was in relative 

disrepair, with a cloth image of the Virgen de Guadalupe –a devotional image that had 

reportedly hung at the site for years– missing. This shrine was located in a rock alcove, 

and a range of broken votive candles were found inside.  

The level of degradation at this site matched the remaining five sites. Three of the 

five were located because they were known to local land managers or humani- tarians, 

the latter two being the smaller rest site shrines described above. Biasing this sample of 

shrines is the very fact that they are known and visited often by non- migrants. These 

sites may have experienced discontinued use because they became known to non-

migrants. All but the roadside shrine described above showed no evidence of recently 

placed objects, with most objects highly degraded. Despite this, there is evidence of the 

shrines’ continued use as landmarks for migration.  

Of the degraded shrines, at least four remain waypoints at which local humani- 

tarian groups leave water for migrant travelers who may need it. Water distribution along 

migrant travel corridors is one of the central functions of local humanitarian activities. 

The aim is to prevent deaths due to complications related to dehydration and heat 
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exposure, these being the primary causes of death for migrants in the borderlands 

(Anderson and Parks, 2008; Martinez et al., 2013; Sapkota et al., 2006). At two of the 

dual shrine and humanitarian aid sites, repeat visits allowed me to verify that the water 

recently left behind was consumed, presumably by migrants8, even though there were no 

recent materials left at the shrine (Figure 22).  

                                                
8 There is always some ambiguity in matters of water consumption, as aid workers leave water at sites 
where a confluence of factors occur: where migrant deaths were recovered in large numbers, and/or where 
trail networks with large caches of migrant materials were located. The locations are usually some distance 
from roads or tourist areas, so that migrants or law enforcement are the most likely to encounter it. When 
water drops occur, several gallons are left behind. Use of the water is assessed at a return visit weeks to 
months later. Sometimes the gallons are found with teeth marks from animals, or with evidence of slash 
marks from anti-migrant vandals (AP, 2016; Lemons, 2013). Other times, the water containers are found 
emptied, or gone all together. Humanitarian volunteers consider these two latter scenarios as proxies—
albeit imperfect ones—for �estimating migrant use of the water. � 
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Figure 22: The roadside shrine curated by a local humanitarian volunteer. Photo by author.  

One of the shrine sites where water use continues was one of the most elaborate 
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sites I encountered. Humanitarians take outside groups on pilgrimage trips to this site in 

order to give them evocative firsthand insight into Arizona’s migration issues. When 

groups go to this shrine, each individual is asked to carry as many gallons of water as he 

or she can carry. In summer 2016, the shrine was visited in this manner at least two times 

per month. I accompanied one of these trips, at which point the group left about 30 

gallons of water at the shrine. On a return trip two weeks later, I verified that those 

gallons were variously emptied or gone from the site, meaning they had likely been used 

by migrants. The pilgrimage guide told me that this level of water use was normal. With 

each pilgrimage, the shrine was left as it was found, with nothing new and nothing 

apparently moved. With each pilgrimage, the outside groups visiting the shrine were 

warned against altering the site in any way. Its preservation was considered key to its 

potency and meaning as a pilgrimage site.  
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Figure 23: Humanitarian groups use this shrine as a pilgrimage site. Photo by author.  

On the pilgrimage to the shrine, the humanitarian trip leader passed around prayer 
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cards dedicated to a 14-year-old migrant girl, named Josseline Jamileth Hernandez 

Quinteros, who died while trying to cross the border. The cards were created by the local 

humanitarian group, No More Deaths, whose members discovered Josseline’s body at a 

remote site south of Arivaca, Arizona in 2008. The death of an innocent young girl has 

been mobilized as a symbol of the wider human tragedy of migrant deaths at the border 

and has also been the subject of a book and songs by local musicians. No More Deaths 

also created a shrine to Josseline’s death in the image of migrant-made shrines. This 

shrine is also a pilgrimage site for locals, though it is more difficult to reach.  

The passing of Josseline’s prayer cards and the creation of the Josseline shrine 

speak to the ways in which those empathetic to migrants attempt to create tangible 

reference points for the mass deaths of undocumented migrants that otherwise leave no 

physical scars on the border landscape. Since 2012, an effort to physically mark the 

locations where migrant bodies are discovered, evolved into an organized project 

undertaken by members of the Tucson Samaritans. Memorials created at migrant death 

sites mark that event permanently on the landscape. Still, migrant- created shrines 

maintained a greater weight in the minds of those questioned: ‘‘I know what we do is 

important [referring to his assistance in placing crosses at migrant death sites], but when 

you see the migrant shrines, that’s when it really hits you’’ (personal communication with 

a humanitarian activist, May 2016).  

Similar to some of the migrant shrines, the humanitarians’ crosses marking 

migrant deaths were sometimes the subject of local interest and contributions. Crosses 

near roadsides and those that mark particularly tragic deaths have also become pilgrimage 

sites for locals. One such cross is dedicated to the death of an infant, a migrant woman’s 
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child lost in transit. At this cross, locals pile rocks and contribute small toys and even 

poetry (Figure 24).  
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Figure 24: The death marker for an infant who died while her mother was making a cross- border journey, surrounded 
by offerings from locals. Photo by author. 

The act of placing the crosses is undertaken with care, this act posing a material 

counternarrative against the idea that the mass death of migrants can be acceptable 

collateral for the enforcement of U.S. border security (Doty, 2011; Magaña, 2008).  

Shrine-making in cultural context 

Just south of the border in northern Sonora, Mexico, small shrines line the road- ways, 

individually marking the spot where a person died. These are vernacular structures, often 

erected with piping or plywood in an effort, usually by families, meant to commemorate 

the unforeseen deaths of their relations. In Sonora, these crosses were historically 

associated with those who were killed during Apache raids. Now they are often 

associated with fatal vehicle collisions (Griffith, 1992, 2005). This tradition continues 

through much of the southwestern United States (Anaya et al., 1995; Byrd, 2016; Everett, 

2002).  

The custom was that all passerby leave a rock at the site of these memorial 

markers, initially because the dead were actually buried on site, and the addition of rocks 

ensured that the remains would not be exhumed by animals. Today, the rocks are left 

because unexpected, sudden deaths mean the soul of the victim was not prepared to die. 

Each rock left behind is a prayer recited by a passerby on the part of the victim, to help 

the victims’ souls reach Heaven (Griffith, 2005). The shrines impose a spiritual 

obligation on passerby to stop and assist the dead in the afterlife.  

As on the remote landscape of undocumented migration in southern Arizona, the 

majority of the Sonora shrines feature the image of the Virgen de Guadalupe (Griffith, 

2005). Migrant shrines share in the tradition of roadside crosses, using readily available 

materials such as stones and feathers, but also adding special votive items carried from 
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home.  

As with the traditional building of death markers on the border landscape his- 

torically, migrant shrines induce others to leave behind a rock or another talisman at the 

site of these shrines to signify their participation in the shrine’s intent, whether it be to 

commemorate death, or make concrete the relationship between the dead and those who 

survived. Migrants may also use the sacred space as a point of petition for favors. This 

has a strong precedent in Mexican–American tradition, where objects left at shrines 

directly signify petitions made (Griffith, 1992, 2005; Hagan, 2008; Oktavec, 1995).  

Mandas or promesas entail a petition and accompanying promise for ‘‘payment’’ 

in the form of an offering or sacrifice in exchange for a petition granted (Castro, 2001: 

150–151; Durand and Massey, 1995; Oktavec, 1995). The belief is that if the bargain is 

not fulfilled by the petitioner, God will revoke the favor. The prevalence of similar tokens 

around the shrines located on migrant trails might also indicate mandas or promesas. 

Often, one fulfills his or her obligation—in this case, in return for safe passage into the 

United States—by making a pilgrimage, in which the petitioner embarks on physically 

demanding or painful journeys, such as crawling for miles on his or her knees to a 

particular site of worship (Hagan, 2008; Oktavec, 1995). Hagan (2008) records some 

migrants performing such an action after safely reaching their destinations in the United 

States. But, in a sense, the migrant journey itself can be considered a symbolic 

pilgrimage, together with offerings made at shrines along the way, the sacrifice of money, 

home, family, and one’s own body in exchange for the hope of reaching the United 

States.  

The repetition of shrine-building on the migrant trail situates the act of building 
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shrines within a wider cultural practice. Just as the practice of depositing offerings on 

personal shrines may entail intangible acts such as mandas or promesas, it is possible to 

infer such intangible practice associated with the deposited objects in the archaeological 

record. Prayers themselves may not always be materialized with a physical offering. 

Migrants and others who encounter such sites can participate in the shrines’ implicit 

demands for prayer without necessarily leaving a physical token (Griffith, 2005).  

Discussion: Memento mori and the geography of risk 

With shrines, there is an opportunity to view deliberately left behind markers of migrants’ 

presence that encapsulate their own sense of the risks they face. Shrines are indeed points 

of migrant agency that I find difficult to overestimate, particularly because they are such 

clear expressions of fear, suffering, and hope. They are testaments both to a lack of 

power, and a nagging persistence of power and hope in the worst circumstances. Equally, 

as shrines uniquely persist in a hidden landscape and social context subject to multiple 

forces of erasure, they beg us to consider the archaeological and heritage future of 

clandestine migration. What will stand the test of time, and how will this increasingly 

fragmented record influence our understanding of what happened? This is a profound 

question in consideration of the ambiguity and ineffable nature of the borderlands as it 

exists now, even with many of the fast disappearing materials still intact.  

One of the central tenets of landscape archaeology, and social theory more 

widely, is that people leave an imprint on the spaces that shape their worlds, causing 

them to shape the landscape in turn (Anschuetz et al., 2001; Ashmore and Knapp, 1999; 

Bowser and Zedeño, 2009; Tilley, 2006a). Taphonomic forces at the border seem to 

disrupt that, leaving a sense here of simultaneous presence and absence. There is 
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presence in the sense that migration is ongoing, and absence because of the lack of 

tangible reference points.  

What is necessary to consider is that material traces of migration purposely occur 

in spaces outside of regimes of social control, and elude maintenance because of this. The 

context of being outside control affords the possibility of clandestine migration and also 

shrine-building (Hartnett and Dawdy, 2013; Hudson, 2014). In this context, the 

persistence of shrines marks a disruption in prevailing border taphonomy. This disruptive 

incongruity may be shrines’ most salient feature. Because they represent something 

different, they highlight the contradictions and social tensions that exist in this conflict 

landscape. Among these, shrines’ preservation implicitly maintains a place in the 

landscape for migrants who are legally excluded from that same space. In this sense, the 

fact of shrines’ existence is political, and shrines’ maintenance is by extension a political 

act.  

Here, I return to the notion of place-making, which imbues history and even a 

sense of heritage at a point in the landscape (Anschuetz et al., 2001; Bowser and Zedeño, 

2009). Heritage also entails the interpretation and occasional co-option of sites (Harrison, 

2010; Smith et al., 2011; Weiss, 2007). In this case, we see shrines being deliberately 

preserved and used as material reference points for the dual hope and suffering of 

migrants. Shrines allow for non-migrant groups to wordlessly nar- rate the complex risks 

and traumatic ambiguity of the conflict at the border. Further, shrines index experiences 

that elude non-migrants, who nonetheless experience the ambiguity of the border as a 

trauma (Seibert, 2013; Shellabarger et al., 2012). They are particularly traumatic because 

shrines do not just speak to past encounters with death or near death, but an environment 
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where risk persists (Lazzari, 2011).  

Shrine sites exemplify the messiness of culture and heritage production as they 

involve interacting and overlapping intentions and interpretations of the multiple actors 

who encounter such sites. In some cases, this meant keeping the shrine sites fresh by 

adding to them; in other cases, it meant not disrupting them. In still other cases, it meant 

building more shrines at sites where migrant remains were recovered. For migrants, the 

use of shrines is aligned yet different, as the role of shrines in the migration journey has 

evidently shifted over time.  
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