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Abstract 

 

Beginning in October of 2018, ICE and CBP began releasing hundreds of asylum seekers into 

the Tucson community each week. With a strong history of civil initiative and volunteerism, the 

Tucson community sprang into action to provide aid, support, and advocacy to those seeking 

refuge. With changing asylum policy and increasingly divisive discourse surrounding asylum, 

asylum seekers are being subjected to criminalization by US authorities. Using the theoretical 

lens of legal violence, I argue that asylum seekers find themselves at the intersection of the law, 

structural violence, and symbolic violence. According to international and domestic law, 

individuals with a credible fear of remaining in their home country who meet a certain set of 

criteria may apply for asylum. Despite the protections afforded to asylum seekers, many find 

themselves discursively labeled as criminals. Through the use of qualitative interview data 

collected at a local migrant shelter and quantitative intake form data provided by the same 

shelter, I examine the ways in which asylum seekers understand the experiences of 

criminalization that they face at the hands of US authorities. In order to make sense of their 

experiences, I propose the use of four typologies: explicit criminalization, implicit 

criminalization, normalization of criminalization, and relativity of the criminalization experience. 

With the utilization of the above typologies and analysis of demographic data, I seek to move 

beyond discourse to the lived experiences of migrants.  
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INTRODUCTION 

In early May 2019, Ana and her two daughters, ages 18 and 10 years old, left their home in 

Guatemala and traveled for 20 days before arriving at the United States/Mexico border in what 

can be regarded as an act of self-preservation. Ana and her children were receiving threats of 

violence due in part to the fact that she and her family are indigenous, and perhaps more 

importantly because her son had witnessed and testified in a murder case, resulting in the family 

of the accused issuing violent threats to Ana and her children. Ana’s travel from Guatemala 

through Mexico was long, traumatic, and exhausting, with most days spent walking without 

recognition as to whether it was day or night or where on her journey she might be. After 

reaching the US/Mexico border, Ana, her daughters, and several other migrants who they had 

been traveling with surrendered to US authorities. Ana and her daughters had become ill during 

their journey, experiencing vomiting and diarrhea likely from lack of food and water and 

prolonged heat exposure, however they did not receive medical attention until they were released 

from US custody. While in US custody other migrants warned Ana not to ask for medical 

attention because she would be held for longer, not given food, and receive poor treatment. Ana 

and her daughters were taken to a holding facility, commonly known as a hielera (icebox), where 

they were held for two and a half days in frigid temperatures. Hieleras are typically described by 

migrants as small, concrete rooms with frigid temperatures where migrants are held by US 

Customs and Border Protection (CBP). While in custody they were given only burritos, cookies, 

juice, and water, which one of Ana’s daughters refused to eat or drink due to the dismal quality 

and unfamiliarity. Ana and her children were able to remain together during their time in the 

hielera and were told that they would be released together, however immediately before they 

were to be transferred out of US custody Ana’s oldest daughter was taken from her and sent to a 



Dormer 

 

9 

long-term detention facility while Ana and her younger daughter were released to a migrant 

shelter. In addition to feeling deceived and mistrustful because of her experiences with 

authorities in the hielera, Ana reports that her daughter is now being treated like a criminal in the 

long-term detention facility, though in her eyes she is just a child. At the time of the interview, 

Ana had not been able to maintain contact with her daughter in the long-term detention facility 

and was desperately attempting to find assistance, legal or otherwise, to be reunited with her 

daughter.1 Due to the inconsistencies in asylum procedure and policy, simply receiving reliable 

and sound advice can be an insurmountable task. Sadly, the challenges faced by Ana and her 

daughters are not unique, but rather represent common experiences for those seeking asylum in 

the United States. 

 Over the last two decades the United States has implemented increasingly stringent 

policies restricting access to asylum. These restrictive policies have led to the criminalization of 

asylum seekers, or the discursive transformation of individuals who are well within their legal 

right to seek refuge in another country into criminals and the subsequent categorization of 

asylum seekers into the same group as unauthorized migrants. US officials criminalize asylum 

seekers in a number of ways: by both symbolically and physically working to discredit the 

credible fear claims of asylum seekers, portraying them as taking advantage of the system or 

breaking the laws of the United States by entering without documentation, withholding of basic 

necessities and first aid while in custody, verbally harassing asylum-seeking families, and 

treating asylum seekers in a manner typically reserved for those who have committed a serious 

crime. As a result of this treatment, asylum seekers are dehumanized and marginalized because 

they are seen as criminals. These criminalizing actions against asylum seekers have roots in the 

 

1 Ana (pseudonym for protection), interview by Alyssa Dormer, Tucson, Arizona, June 16, 2019. 
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treatment and exclusion of unauthorized migrants, whose status has become equivalent to that of 

a criminal and are subject to detention and deportation, and possibly more importantly, are 

placed in a precarious position in regard to membership in the United States based on race, class, 

and pending legal status.2 

As of October 2018, asylum deals have been proposed by the United States to stem the 

number of asylum seekers from Central America. These agreements between the United States 

and El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras would function in a similar manner to safe third-

country agreements, holding these Central American countries “responsible for assessing 

migrants’ claims through their own asylum systems.”3 Scholars suggest that returning asylum 

seekers to countries they have transited through would call into question the safety of the 

individuals, as the asylum systems in place in Central America are not equipped to handle the 

large influx of people.4 Further, in many cases individuals would be sent back to countries with 

high crime rates including gang violence, domestic violence, drugs, and corruption, the exact 

situations that asylum seekers are reportedly are fleeing. 

Criminalization of asylum seekers has taken many forms, from short-term and long-term 

detention to withholding of food, water, and medical care, and the slashing of lifesaving water 

jugs in the Arizona desert. Misinformed portrayals of the humanitarian crisis on our southern 

border such as a tweet from Donald Trump claiming “…Now, if you really want to fix the Crisis 

 

2 Juliet Stumpf, “The Crimmigration Crisis: Immigrants, Crime, and Sovereign Power,” 

American University Law Review 56, no. 2 (2006): 367-419. 

3 Tania Karas, “How Trump’s bilateral deals with Central America undermine the US asylum 

system,” Public Radio International, October 2, 2019, https://www.pri.org/stories/2019-10-

02/how-trump-s-bilateral-deals-central-america-undermine-us-asylum-system. 

4 Susan Fratzke, “International Experience Suggests Safe Third-Country Agreement Would Not 

Solve the U.S.-Mexico Border Crisis,” Migration Policy Institute, June 2019, 

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/news/safe-third-country-agreement-would-not-solve-us-

mexico-border-crisis. 
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at the Southern Border, both humanitarian and otherwise, tell migrants not to come into our 

country unless they are willing to do so legally, and hopefully through a system based on Merit. 

This way we have no problems at all!” produce a dangerous narrative as to why migrants come 

to the US/Mexico border seeking asylum as opposed to doing so “legally.”5 Although 

humanitarian aid organizations and migrant shelters across the country have been providing 

much needed support to asylum seekers once they are released from US custody, their work is 

not enough to combat the widespread criminalization of asylum seekers. This thesis attempts to 

examine the criminalization of asylum through the documentation of the lived experiences of 

asylum seekers seeking refuge in the United States. By bearing witness to the lived experiences 

of those who have traveled through the tangled web that is the US asylum system, we might be 

able to begin to understand the internalization of criminalization that it produces. 

  

 

5 Donald J. Trump (@realDonaldTrump), "…Now, if you really want to fix the Crisis at the 

Southern Border, both humanitarian and otherwise, tell migrants not to come into our country 

unless they are willing to do so legally, and hopefully through a system based on Merit. This way 

we have no problems at all!," Twitter, July 3, 2019, 

https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/1146501823190188033. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Background 

Under the Trump administration, rhetoric surrounding migration changes almost daily, with the 

underlying notion that migrants are invading the United States and are doing so outside of the 

law. This rhetoric has not only social implications, but policy implications as well for those 

migrating without documentation and for those seeking asylum. According to a Pew Research 

Center report, Southwest border apprehension numbers for fiscal year 2019 reached 851,508 

migrants, more than double the apprehensions of fiscal year 2018, with Guatemalan and 

Honduran migrants far outnumbering Mexicans.6 In addition to an increase in apprehensions on 

the Southwest border, the United States has also seen an increase in asylum claims, particularly 

those by individuals from Central American countries.7 As a response to increased asylum 

claims, the Trump administration has lowered the refugee ceiling, with refugee resettlement 

numbers reaching a 30-year low of 18,000 individuals for 2020.8 Although the refugee ceiling 

does not include asylum seekers, this decision has important implications for those attempting to 

gain refugee status by traditional means, particularly those from Central America whose ceiling 

has been lowered to 1,500 individuals. For those seeking refuge from domestic violence or gang 

violence, achieving refugee status in the traditional manner is likely the only hope due to a 2018 

decision by Attorney General Jeff Sessions stating “Generally, claims by aliens pertaining to 

 

6 Ana Gonzalez-Barrera and Jens Manuel Krogstad, “What we Know About Illegal Immigration 

from Mexico,” Pew Research Center, June 28, 2019, https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-

tank/2019/06/28/what-we-know-about-illegal-immigration-from-mexico/. 

7 “Claims of Fear,” U.S. Customs and Border Protection, Department of Homeland Security, last 

modified October 23, 2019, https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/sw-border-migration/claims-

fear. 

8 Jens Manuel Krogstad, “Key Facts About Refugees to the US,” Pew Research Center, October 

7, 2019, https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/10/07/key-facts-about-refugees-to-the-u-s/. 
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domestic violence or gang violence perpetrated by non-governmental actors will not qualify for 

asylum.”9 The Department of Homeland Security (DHS) claims that due to the increasing asylum 

backlog, a significant number of refugee officers have been reassigned to conduct credible fear 

and reasonable fear screenings, leaving fewer refugee officers to conduct refugee interviews.10 

Although this plan is unlikely to reduce the asylum backlog, the Trump administration reasons 

that by lowering the refugee ceiling there will be more officers available to conduct credible and 

reasonable fear screenings while also conducting refugee interviews. Unfortunately, this is but 

one of a series of plans that the Trump administration has implemented to stem the flow of 

asylum seekers and refugees. 

 In early 2019, the Trump administration implemented the Migrant Protection Protocol 

(MPP) in an effort to mitigate the “humanitarian and security crisis at the Southern border” with 

the hopes that “MPP will provide a safer and more orderly process that will discourage 

individuals from attempting illegal entry and making false claims to stay in the US.”11 MPP was 

initially implemented in San Diego and has subsequently expanded to other ports of entry. The 

protocol more commonly referred to as Remain in Mexico provides a notice to appear in court to 

individuals who present themselves at a port of entry seeking asylum or are apprehended 

between ports of entry and pass a credible fear screening, at which time those individuals are 

returned to Mexico to wait for their court date. This protocol has created great backlogs and has 

served to put many individuals in precarious, dangerous situations. As of November 2019, some 

 

9 Matter of A-B-, Respondent, 27 I&N Dec. 316 (A.G. 2018), Washington, D.C.: DOJ, 2018. 

10 “Proposed Refugee Admissions for Fiscal Year 2019,” Bureau of Population, Refugees, and 

Migration, U.S. Department of State, September 24, 2018, https://www.state.gov/remarks-and-

releases-bureau-of-population-refugees-and-migration/proposed-refugee-admissions-for-fiscal-

year-2019/#_Toc524964530. 

11 “Migrant Protection Protocols,” US Department of Homeland Security, January 24, 2019, 

https://www.dhs.gov/news/2019/01/24/migrant-protection-protocols. 
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60,000 asylum seekers have been turned away at the border and told to remain in Mexico until 

their court date.12 These 60,000 asylum seekers do not include the 21,000 individuals on 

metering lists.13 Metering consists of CBP, aid organizations, Mexican agencies, and municipal 

governments cooperating to manage the flow of migrants crossing the border on the basis of how 

many credible fear interviews CBP can conduct at the port of entry on a given day.14 With the 

institution of MPP and continued metering, migrants find themselves seeking refuge in packed 

shelters and newly formed tent cities. As documented by migration researcher Jeremy Slack, 

individuals who find themselves stuck in Mexican border towns often become targets of violence 

perpetrated by gangs operating in the borderlands.15 Slack attributes this violence to two social 

processes: the defining of migrants as perpetually in motion and the growing connection between 

migrant deaths and drug trafficking. First, migrants and deportees are uniquely situated to be 

victims of violence in that they are in a sense unaccounted for, leaving them vulnerable to “being 

abducted, brutalized, or simply made to disappear without anyone searching for them for long 

periods of time” and often with no one to offer protection or hold accountable.16 Second, the 

pervasiveness of death in the border region has increased, not only due to the dangers of 

migrating north, but to the “blurring of boundaries between deaths caused by the sprawling 

 

12 “A Guide to Policies Affecting Asylum Seekers at the Border,” American Immigration 

Council, November 2019, 

https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/sites/default/files/research/a_guide_to_policies_aff

ecting_asylum_seekers_at_the_border.pdf. 

13 “A Guide to Policies Affecting Asylum Seekers at the Border” 

14 “Special Review – Initial Observations Regarding Family Separation Issues Under the Zero 

Tolerance Policy,“ Office of the Inspector General, U.S. Department of Homeland Security, 

September 27, 2018, https://www.oig.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/assets/2018-10/OIG-18-84-

Sep18.pdf#page=8. 

15 Jeremy Slack, Deported to Death: How Drug Violence is Changing Migration on the US-

Mexico Border (Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 2019). 

16 Slack, 3. 
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conflict over the control of drug trafficking and those that are the result of migration.”17 As a 

result of migrant and deportees’ precarious legal and social status they have become targets of 

organized crime and similar forms of violence that they are fleeing in their home country. 

 For asylum seekers who make their way to the United States side of the border, after 

surrendering to or being apprehended by US authorities they are likely to find themselves in 

short-term detention centers commonly referred to as hieleras. Migrants report not being given 

blankets or warm clothing, and some were even stripped of sweaters and jackets upon entering 

the facilities. Some are given mylar blankets and places to sleep, while others sleep on the 

freezing cement floors and benches. This treatment is not reserved for adults but is prescribed to 

children too, putting the health of entire families at great risk. Research suggests that children 

who spend time in detention centers are likely to experience long-term psychological effects, 

resulting in various types of trauma and psychological distress.18 These results suggest that 

“detention and denial of adequate mental health treatment are detrimental to the development of 

these children.”19 In addition to psychological effects, the cramped conditions typical of hieleras, 

compounded with the cold temperatures and the inability to bathe, provide optimal conditions for 

disease to spread. For this reason, many migrants leave the holding facilities traumatized and 

with coughs, sore throats, headaches, and generally in ill-health. 

Before being released from US custody, asylum seekers are required to sign a document 

that is provided to them in English, and more often than not the information is not translated into 

 

17 Slack, 3. 

18 Sarah A. MacLean, Priscilla O. Agyeman, Joshua Walther, Elizabeth K. Singer, Kim A. 

Baranowski, and Craig L. Katz, “Mental Health of Children Held at a United States Immigration 

Detention Center,” Social Science and Medicine 230 (2019), 307. 

19 Sarah A. MacLean, Priscilla O. Agyeman, Joshua Walther, Elizabeth K. Singer, Kim A. 

Baranowski, and Craig L. Katz, 307. 
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Spanish. The document includes essential information including their court date and location for 

their asylum proceedings, A number,20 and information regarding the asylum process. Without 

translation of this information, migrants struggle to understand their rights and the procedures 

they are to follow. Although some asylum seekers report freely signing the document, others felt 

as though they were being forced and even bullied into signing. In addition, volunteers at 

migrant shelters report that the documentation provided to asylum seekers is often riddled with 

inconsistencies and errors, such as missing and/or incorrect court dates, locations, and A 

numbers, which may result in the inability of asylum seekers to attend their asylum hearings. 

Whether or not these inconsistencies are intentional, they place asylum seekers in legally 

precarious positions with little to no access to legal assistance. 

 

Research Questions 

Although migration statistics, a brief description of the MPP and basic asylum processes do not 

provide a complete picture of the complexities of asylum seeking, they help set the scene for the 

purpose of this research. The aim of this research is to explore the implications of ever evolving 

US asylum policy on the lived experiences of asylum seekers. The central questions forming the 

foundation of this research are: 

Are asylum seekers experiencing criminalization by US authorities? If so, how are they 

making sense of those experiences? Where do asylum seekers position themselves within 

the immigration system? What factors influence where they position themselves? 

 

 

20 An A number is an identification number given to asylum seekers similar to a social security 

number given to US citizens.  
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Overview 

This thesis will be structured in the following manner: a brief introduction will introduce the 

topic of asylum seeking in the United States via the lens of an interviewee’s experiences, Chapter 

One will provide background information on the current climate surrounding asylum seeking in 

the United States and the research questions guiding this thesis. Chapter Two will examine the 

socio-historic context of migration between Mexico, Central America, and the United States, 

theories of migration, and the detainee experience. Chapter Three will lay out the theoretical 

framework for this research, begin to describe the criminalization of immigration, investigate the 

changing demographics of migrants, and provide an overview of domestic and international laws 

surrounding asylum seeking. Chapter Four will explore the history of civil initiative in Tucson, 

describe the research site for this project, detail the methodology of this research, and present the 

findings of both the qualitative and quantitative data. Chapter Five will expand upon the findings 

of this research by offering a series of typologies by which the interview data may be dissected. 

This thesis will conclude with a discussion of contributions to the literature and the implications 

and limitations of this work. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Socio-Historic Context  

Migration between Latin America and the United States is not a new phenomenon, but rather a 

process that has occurred for over a century. Although the factors that cause individuals to 

migrate may differ between regions, by in large they are influenced by US intervention and the 

subsequent fallout. Without understanding the socio-historical context of the relationship 

between the United States, Central America and Mexico, it becomes easy to buy into the 

negative rhetoric surrounding migration.  

 

Mexican Context 

Migration from Mexico to the United States is largely portrayed by the media to be economically 

motivated; however simply acknowledging the financial drive to migrate minimizes the 

importance of social and political motivations. As stated by Massey and colleagues 

“international movement within the Mexico-U.S. system has never operated solely according to 

the laws of neoclassical economics. Rather, the circulation of migrants has been driven by a 

complex set of social and economic forces,” making it imperative to understand the historical 

context.21 Over the last century the United States has called upon Mexico to provide workers to 

fill in gaps left by US laborers. In the early 1900s in response to restrictive immigration policies 

towards Asia, Mexican laborers were recruited to work in mining, agriculture, construction, and 

on railroads, lured in by recruiters who promised high wages. What the laborers actually found 

were low wages and difficult workings conditions. Expansion in the United States ramped up as 

 

21 Douglas S. Massey, Nolan J. Malone, and Jorge Durand, Beyond Smoke and Mirrors: Mexican 

Immigration in an Era of Economic Integration (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2002), 26. 
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a result of World War I, necessitating a large workforce to keep up with the demands of war-time 

industrialization. During the same period in which the United States was encouraging migration 

for labor purposes, Mexico was transforming from a more agrarian society to a more 

industrialized society under the rule of President Porfirio Díaz. Along with the economic 

development of the Porfiriato came privatization of lands, the mechanization of agriculture, and 

the production of factory-made handicrafts, all changes which undercut wages and the ability for 

rural families to survive. These political and economic tensions led to the outbreak of the 

Mexican Revolution from 1910-1920, causing “the first and only instance of significant refugee 

migration from Mexico.”22 After the Mexican Revolution, economic expansion continued in 

Mexico under a political economy dominated by the state in order to benefit the society. Massey 

and colleagues argue that Mexican migration in the early twentieth century was motivated not 

only by economic forces, but by the transformation that Mexico was undergoing as a country, 

stating that “Mexican migration probably would not have begun had it not been for parallel 

structural transformation in the United States that created a demand for labor so intense that U.S. 

employers, and later the federal government itself, turned to private firms to undertake direct, 

purposive recruitment of Mexican labor.”23 For Mexican migrants at this time, the general 

motivation was not to relocate their lives to the United States, but rather to travel to the country 

for short periods of time in order to acquire capital not available to them at home before 

returning to Mexico to purchase land and goods that would help to provide a livelihood. 

 

22 Massey, Malone, and Durand, Beyond Smoke and Mirrors: Mexican Immigration in an Era of 

Economic Integration, 30. 

23 Massey, Malone, and Durand, Beyond Smoke and Mirrors: Mexican Immigration in an Era of 

Economic Integration, 31. 
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Despite the important role that immigrants, particularly those from Mexico, played in the 

continuation of agricultural and industrial success in the United States, nativism took hold and 

eventually led to the creation of the US Border Patrol in 1924.24 Deportations began, but the 

demand for laborers remained. Immigration from Mexico remained fairly consistent until the 

beginning of the Great Depression, at which point Mexican laborers became scapegoats for the 

limited job prospects for US citizens. Across the United States deportation campaigns began, 

expelling nearly 500,000 Mexicans and encouraging thousands more to return home due to the 

fear of deportation.25 The end of the Great Depression and the outbreak of World War II saw a 

revitalized increase in the need for labor to replace those participating in the war effort. The 

agricultural industry faced the loss of US laborers, and the United States once again began 

recruiting Mexican farmworkers for an agricultural guest-worker program, the Bracero 

Program.26 This demand for farmworkers in the United States came at an opportune time for 

rural Mexican workers who were unable to purchase essential equipment to make their newly 

acquired land productive. The bracero program outlasted World War II, extending the temporary 

bracero visas through 1965. Although US sentiments towards immigration during the bracero era 

from 1942 to 1964 remained in flux, in the 1950s US citizens began to demand that federal 

authorities act to regulate immigration at the border.27 Although many migrants were entering the 

United States legally via the bracero program, during the same period there was a “parallel 

movement of undocumented migrants,” leading millions to enter the country without 

 

24 Joseph Nevins, Operation Gatekeeper and Beyond: The War on “Illegals” and the Remaking 

of the U.S.-Mexico Boundary (New York: Routledge, 2010), 37. 

25 Nevins, 38. 

26 David Spener, Clandestine Crossings: Migrants and Coyotes on the Texas-Mexico Border 

(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2009), 40. 

27Massey, Malone, and Durand, Beyond Smoke and Mirrors: Mexican Immigration in an Era of 

Economic Integration, 39. 
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documentation.28 In response, Operation Wetback was introduced, which served deport 

undocumented migrants and expand the number of bracero visas to appease the agricultural 

sector. Although unauthorized migrants were being apprehended in large numbers, once workers 

were deported to Mexico they were processed by US officials as braceros and returned once 

again to the fields they had previously worked in the United States.29 The Bracero Program 

began to fall out of favor in the United States in the early 1960s with the growth of the Civil 

Rights Movement which considered the systematic exclusion of migrants from the eastern 

hemisphere to be racist and intolerant. In an effort to eliminate racism from immigration policy, 

US government places an immigration cap of 170,000 visas for immigrants from the Eastern 

Hemisphere, while the Western Hemisphere was given a cap of 120,000 visas.30 These caps were 

intended to open up migration from the Eastern Hemisphere while also limiting the number of 

individuals admitted from Latin American countries.  

By the time the bracero program had ended, the migration patterns of Mexican laborers 

had changed, with individuals making more frequent and longer trips to the United States 

without jobs or residence documentation in order to maintain the level of economic and social 

capital to which their families had become accustomed.31 This was compounded by the fact that 

the Mexican political and economic systems were on unstable ground with the devaluation of the 

peso and political turmoil. With the implementation of the hemispheric visa cap and the 

worsening situation in Mexico, Mexicans began to compete with other Latin Americans for the 
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limited number of visas. For these reasons, Mexican laborers began migrating to the United 

States without documentation in large numbers due to the fact that “undocumented migration 

was the only possible outlet for the powerful migration-promoting forces set in motion by the 

bracero program and ongoing structural changes in Mexico and the United States.”32 Mexican 

workers largely were not dissuaded from continuing the circular migration patterns they had 

become accustomed to, as punishment for unauthorized entry amounted to a slap in the wrist. 

Most individuals who were apprehended and deported immediately turned around and attempted 

to reenter the United States. This lax enforcement of the border began to make waves in the 

United States and in 1986 led to the implementation of the Immigration Reform and Control Act 

(IRCA) which intended to guarantee that individuals working in the United States had the legal 

right to do so by fining employers who hired unauthorized migrants and increasing resources 

available to Border Patrol.33 While restrictions were being enacted in the United States, Mexico 

was facing the fallout of the collapse of the peso including “hyperinflation, national insolvency, 

and looming default on international loans.”34 President Carlos Salinas de Gortari took this as an 

opportunity to “dismantle trade barriers, eliminate controls on ownership and investment, reduce 

tariffs, dismantle subsidies, deregulate markets, and generally privatize the economy.”35 These 

changes were met with approval by the US government and helped to set the stage for the 

neoliberalization of trade between the United States and Mexico in the form of the North 
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American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA).36 The United States viewed NAFTA as the 

cornerstone to expansion of business and economic relations with Mexico, but failed to 

recognize that it would not only encourage the trading of goods but would place pressure on 

people to migrate.  

This brings us to the present day in which circular migration between Mexico and the 

United States has been cut off by the intense and violent militarization and enforcement on the 

US/Mexico border. Despite the militarization of the border unauthorized Mexican migration has 

continued, as “the illegal labor system is so entrenched and institutionalized along the border that 

legislation, regulations, apprehensions, deportations, and other measures aimed at discouraging 

the surreptitious flow of migrants have failed time and again.”37 Due to policy changes that have 

driven unauthorized Mexican migrants to remain and build a life in the United States, 

deportation has become a risky reality that causes individuals to make the dangerous trek to the 

United States in order to reunite with their families and US-based communities.38 Deportations 

have increased significantly since the 1990s, with millions of removals over the last three 

decades, a majority of which were Mexican.39 It is important to recognize that, as found by 

Martínez and colleagues, “unauthorized Mexican immigrations…demonstrate high levels of 

social connectedness to the United States, including ties to immediate family members who are 
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US citizens, notable lived experience in the country, and a subjective understanding that one’s 

home is located in the United States, not Mexico.”40 Because of these solid ties to the United 

States, Mexican migrants are likely to continue to cross the US/Mexico border illegally in order 

to return to their homes in the United States. 

Further complicating the matter of Mexican migration is the omnipresent impunity with 

which Mexican politicians and violent drug cartels act that invokes fear in the everyday lives of 

Mexican citizens. According to the Council on Foreign Relations, “drug-related homicides in 

Mexico rose to 33,341, a 15 percent increase from the previous year – and a record high.”41 With 

increasing levels of violence and impunity the United States is likely to see continued growth in 

the number of Mexican migrants entering the United States either unauthorized or by seeking 

relief such as asylum. Paul Rexton Kan suggests that the United States prepare itself for an influx 

of “narco-refugees,” or individuals who are crossing the border “in the hope of finding peace that 

is elusive at home because of drug cartel and gang violence.”42 Unfortunately, most asylum 

claims brought by Mexican migrants are unlikely to be successful, as asylum laws are restrictive 

and primarily grant asylum to those being “targeted for their political beliefs or ethnicity,” of 

which most Mexican migrants are not.43 Even with increasingly restricted access to asylum and 

obstacles to legally entering the country, Mexican migrants are unlikely to be dissuaded from 

crossing the border into the United States. Although it is common practice to refer to Mexican 
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migration as economically driven, without confronting the significant violence and impunity in 

Mexico we ignore the lived realities of many Mexican migrants.  

 

Central American Context 

Migration from Central America to the United States has a different history, when compared to 

Mexico, one largely centered around US backed violence and intervention. As reported by 

journalist Juan Gonzalez, migration to the United States from Central America did not begin as a 

way for people to enjoy the spoils of American society but “rather, vicious civil wars and the 

social chaos those wars engendered forced the region’s peoples to flee, and in each case, the 

origins and spiraling intensity of those wars were a direct result of military and economic 

intervention by our own government.”44 In the late 1970s the United States became increasingly 

concerned with communist influence in Central America, in part due to the Sandinista overthrow 

of the Nicaraguan dictator Anastasio Somoza.45 In addition to the political conflict in Nicaragua, 

leftist groups in Guatemala and El Salvador were rising up against the right-wing governments in 

power. US interventionists turned a blind eye to the violence and death penetrating the region 

perpetrated by right-wing death squads with the assistance of US-made weapons, which allowed 

for the slaughter and disappearance of hundreds of thousands of people across Central 

America.46  

In El Salvador, actions taken by the right-wing, oligarchic government to rig elections 

against the more popular opposition candidates led many Salvadorans to doubt the possibility of 
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democratic elections.47 Following decades of political and economic instability, “workers, the 

urban poor, trade-unionists, professionals, students, and peasants organized to press for justice,” 

triggering even stronger repression by the government.48 A coup in 1979 led by left wing 

military and civilians ousted General Humberto Romero and resulted in the outbreak of a civil 

war that would last 12 years and take countless lives.49 Throughout the course of the civil war it 

is reported that approximately 75,000 people died, with many towns being completely massacred 

by military forces.50 The violence associated with the civil war resulted in thousands of internally 

displaced Salvadorans and increased migration to the United States.51 Although the United States 

resisted granting asylum to many fleeing El Salvador, in 1990 Congress granted Temporary 

Protected Status (TPS) from deportation to Salvadorans who had entered the country before 

September 19th.52 For Salvadorans who settled in the United States during this period, many 

faced alternative forms of violence such as social exclusion. As a means of protection and 

belonging young people in areas like South Central Los Angeles formed gangs such as the Mara 

Salvatrucha (MS13), further perpetuating their experiences of violence.53 After the signing of the 

Peace Accords, the United States began deporting Salvadorans, releasing thousands of gang 
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members onto the streets of San Salvador.54 Although street gangs have existed in El Salvador 

since the 1970s, the violence experienced during the civil war and through their time in the 

United States prepared gang members to unleash increasingly ruthless violence throughout El 

Salvador.55 After the end of the civil war, violence in El Salvador underwent a transformation 

from state-sponsored violence to that primarily perpetrated by gangs. 

Prior to the 1970s, migration from Guatemala to the United States was minimal, with 

only a few thousand Guatemalans entering the United States during that time.56 Guatemala was 

under the violent dictatorship of Carlos Castillo Armas, who came into power after the US-

backed overthrow of former President Jacobo Arbenz Guzmán.57 Armas’ government, with the 

backing of the United States, enacted scorched-earth policies to combat guerrilla groups who 

were opposed to the declining political and economic conditions.”58 In 1970, a state of siege was 

declared by newly elected leader Colonel Carlos Arana, who began systematically killing 

“reformist politicians and labor leaders; soldiers invaded the main public university, killing or 

forcing into exile prominent student leaders, professors and intellectuals.”59 Unfortunately, these 

killings were just the first wave of a counterinsurgency campaign. Beginning in June 1981, the 

Guatemalan military massacred 415 indigenous communities over the course of a year and a 

half, completely destroying entire populations of Mayans. Although not all were killed, those 

who survived were either “herded into military-controlled model villages…fled into Mexico, 
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took refuge in Guatemala City, or lived a hidden, nomadic existence in hard-to-reach jungles and 

mountains.”60 The Guatemalan Truth Commission report extrapolates that over the course of the 

civil war, upwards of 200,000 Guatemalans were killed or disappeared, resulting in one of the 

longest and bloodiest civil wars in Central America.61 Guatemalan migration to the United States 

occurred for several reasons, primarily increasing political violence and poor economic 

conditions. The first wave of immigration to the United States began in the late 1970s with over 

13,000 Guatemalans migrating to the United States per year.62 These migrants formed a 

foundation for future Guatemalan migration to the United States. As the US economy and labor 

markets began to demand more low-wage workers and those who had migrated earlier began to 

send word about job opportunities, many Guatemalans began considering movement to the 

United States as a good alternative to rebuilding the towns and lives that were destroyed during 

the war.63 From the post-war period to the present, poverty and violence persist as factors that 

influence migration from Guatemala to the United States.64 With the increasing influence of 

violence perpetrated by drug traffickers and gangs and natural disasters related to climate change 

it is unlikely that migration from Guatemala will cease. 
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Migration from Honduras to the United States appears to have increased in the 1990s and 

2000s, lagging behind that of El Salvador and Guatemala.65 One proposed explanation for this 

difference is that unlike El Salvador and Guatemala, the government of Honduras has 

traditionally met social demands for reform “with flexibility, concessions, and, occasionally, 

accommodation,” a starkly different response than the scorched-earth policies of other 

governments in the region.66 However this explanation is only partially true, as the influence of 

US militarization and aid served to prop up military hard-liners leading to violence and 

repression.67 The United States and Honduras signed an agreement in 1946 which would allow 

the United States to train rural soldiers which would result in the creation of a unified, 

autonomous Honduran Army.68 Through a number of coups beginning in 1963, military leaders 

came to rule Honduras.69 Because of the regional conflict surrounding Honduras in the late 

1970s, the United States became increasingly nervous that Honduras would get swept up in the 

turmoil. To avoid this the United States promoted a free election in exchange for aid, instead, the 

military government of Honduras developed a plan in secret with civilians that would portray to 

the United States that a civilian was President, but behind the scenes served to give the military 

even more power.70 The now more powerful military became “part of Washington’s larger plan 

to pacify the region,” providing access to the Contras and joining in on US military efforts to 
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increase their presence in Central America.71 With unfettered power and influence, hard-liner 

General Álvarez made the decision that Honduras was under attack by both internal and external 

enemies, and because of its ties with the United States “Honduras’s national interests became 

subordinated to Washington’s interests, and Washington’s enemies became Honduras’s 

enemies.”72 As a result of this decisions, the 1980s in Honduras were a period marred by 

military-led kidnappings, torture, disappearances and kidnappings, methods taught to military 

forces by United States and Argentinian experts.73 During the same period, neoliberal policies 

were implemented in Honduras, significantly impacting small-scale farmers and indigenous 

communities, driving many further into poverty.74 Fed up with the military’s immense power and 

influence, in the 1990s civil society began to criticize the military-led government and push 

towards democracy.75 This push resulted in the election of liberal reformist Manuel Zelaya in 

2006; however, Zelaya’s presidency did not last long, as he was deposed by a US supported coup 

in 2009.76 Since the coup, Honduras has been plagued with a series of corrupt politicians.77 

Poverty, gang driven violence, and impunity persist in Honduras, creating conditions that have 

caused and continue to cause people to migrate to the United States. 

US intervention in Central America has been an important driver of migration from countries 

like El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras to the United States. Economic and political interests 

at the core of the interventions led to incredible acts of violence, whether through US-backed 
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civil wars, as in the cases of El Salvador and Guatemala, or military rule, as in the case of 

Honduras. As early waves of migrants reached the United States, they were often met with 

violence in the form of social exclusion, and in the case of young people from El Salvador, that 

violence resulted in the creation of violent gangs that would subsequently be deported back to 

the streets of El Salvador. In recent decades gang violence has spread across Central America, 

perpetuating the violence experienced during the civil wars. As a result of the poverty and 

violence produced by continued instability in Central America, people are fleeing to the United 

States in large numbers. By withholding asylum or refugee status from most Central Americans, 

the US government has historically been and continues to be able to deny their involvement in 

the wars and violence that have plagued Central America. With limited access to asylum or 

refugee status, many Central Americans find themselves in the precarious position of either 

entering the United States without authorization or taking their chances with requesting asylum, 

a process that is becoming increasingly criminalized. 

 

Theories of Migration 

Theories of migration tend to focus on the social and economic factors that drive people to leave 

their homes without much regard for the influence of violence on motivation to migrate. Several 

theories of migration exist, each focusing on a particular level of motivating factor: individual, 

household and community, and regional or national. Each theory examines the role that 

economics play in migration, whether it be focused on the migrant or the receiving country. In 

order to understand why migration continues to occur, we must first understand the factors 

behind the initial push to migrate. In a review of theories of migration, Douglas Massey and 

colleagues suggest that there are five primary theories that detail the initiation of migration: 
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macro theory of neoclassical economics, micro theory of neoclassical economics, new 

economics of migration, dual labor market theory, and world systems theory.78 

In both the macro and micro theories of neoclassical economics, the theory is centered 

around the individual. The macro theory suggests that workers move from low-wage countries to 

higher-wage countries where there is a lower supply of labor that is in higher demand.79 For this 

reason, migrants are likely to experience wage increases after migrating that they likely would 

not have experienced in their home community. This theory also posits that human capital moves 

from capital-rich to capital-poor countries with the notion that there will potentially be a higher 

rate of return to human capital. This movement is in opposition to that of “unskilled” workers 

who move from capital-poor to capital-rich countries for higher wages, not necessarily for the 

rate of return on human capital. Because of wage differentials and varying demand for and 

supply of labor, migrants are driven to migrate to those countries where they are likely to 

experience either increased wages or, in the case of skilled workers, a higher rate of return to 

human capital. In a similar vein is the microeconomic model in which “individual rational actors 

decide to migrate because a cost-benefit calculation leads them to expect a positive net return, 

usually monetary, from movement.”80 In this theory individuals must first consider all of 

possible costs and challenges they will likely face - learning a new language, finding a new 

home, making new friends, and breaking ties with their home community – before they receive 

any positive net return. This is not an easy decision to make as there are several unknown factors 
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that migrants must place value on in order to decide whether or not the move will have a positive 

financial outcome. Although these theories explore important factors and decisions that migrants 

face, it fails to incorporate the importance of family and household responsibilities, factors that 

likely weigh heavily on an individual’s decision to migrate. 

 The new economics of migration theory seeks to integrate the involvement of the family 

and household into the decision to migrate. When looking at migration at the household level it 

is important to consider the fact that as a family unit the sole intention of migration is not 

increasing income but includes the consideration of minimizing financial risks.81 Due to the 

absence of credit markets and various forms of insurance in Mexico, diversification of the types 

of income that a household generates helps to protect from potential market issues, and by 

sending a member of the household to work in another country, risk is dispersed.82 In many 

migrant sending countries, various forms of insurance or safety nets either do not exist or are 

inaccessible to most households. In the case of a household with one of its members working in 

another country, if the household experiences a bad agricultural growing season or someone is 

laid off from their jobs, the individual working in another country may act as a sort of safety net 

to fall back on. In addition, this theory suggests that an increase in real income will effect a 

family differently depending on their location and income level and will influence the decision to 

migrate.83 By sending a household member to work in another country the family is not only 

increasing their real income, they are also increasing their wealth in relation to other households 
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or families in their community.84 This increased wealth can have significant impacts on the 

wellbeing of the family and on the composition of the community as a whole. Therefore, the 

decision to migrate belongs not only to the individual but to the household as a whole. 

 Dual labor market theory flips the narrative of migration to focus on industrialized 

societies rather than on the migrating individual or household. This theory argues that 

international migration stems from “intrinsic labor demands of modern industrial societies,” and 

that migration is not dependent upon the push factors from sending countries but on the pull 

factors from receiving countries.85 These pull factors include the need for an unskilled labor 

force that allows companies to keep wages low and not disrupt the pay hierarchy.86 Because 

migrant workers are viewed as not being concerned with the status or prestige that comes with a 

job and simply view it as a means to an end, migrant laborers become the hire of choice.87 Dual 

labor market theory posits that the labor market is split in two, between labor and capital. Labor 

consists of unskilled workers who are disposable, or those who the company has little investment 

in and can be easily laid off. On the other hand, capital refers to the higher skilled workers who 

the company has invested time, training, and money into, and as a result are deemed more 

valuable.88 Due to the near constant need for disposable labor, the unwillingness of citizens to 

take low paying jobs, and the unwillingness to disrupt the pay hierarchy, migrant labor creates a 

pull factor that draws individuals to cross country boundaries to look for work. 
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 World systems theory takes a more global approach to migration, with the understanding 

that “the penetration of capitalist economic relations into peripheral, noncapitalist societies 

creates a mobile population that is prone to migrate abroad.”89 As the world market grows, 

capitalist industry moves into poor countries and begins to exploit resources, and as a result 

people migrate from their homes as they are no longer able to sustain after being displaced. 

Beyond displacement, industries often move into lower income countries due to the low labor 

costs and begin to exploit the population, hiring unskilled workers to work in factories for a 

significantly lower wage than they would have to pay in higher income countries. Economic, 

ideological, and cultural connections are formed between capitalist countries and lower income 

countries, creating not only social and cultural connections but labor connections as well.90 This 

connection increasingly leads migrant laborers to move to global cities that have a demand for 

unskilled labor and have a local workforce that is unwilling to take the jobs. Under world 

systems theory “International migration ultimately has little to do with wage rates or 

employment differentials between countries; it follows from the dynamics of market creation and 

the structure of the global economy.”91 

 As explored above, there are a number of ways to theorize about how migration is 

initiated and at what level the initiation influences migration. Along the same lines, there are 

theories as to how migration is perpetuated. Network theory argues that migrants are a part of 

networks both in sending and receiving countries that tie migrants together. These networks are 
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often comprised of former migrants, friends, family members or community members, and act as 

social networks that provide support and assistance to those migrating to a new country.92 As 

more people in a network migrate, the network expands and is able to provide more diverse 

support.93 Membership in the network helps to minimize the cost and risk associated with 

migrating, which in turn increases migration rates. Network theory views migration as a domino 

effect, with each migrant paving the way for someone within their network to migrate more 

easily and at lower cost and risk. This theory takes into account the decision making of both the 

individual and the household, as network membership can help households to diversify their 

income while also diffusing the associated risks. Without migrant networks of support, migration 

is likely more expensive, difficult, and risky, with a lower success rate.  

 Institutional theory explores the notion that both legal and illegal institutions form in 

order to assist migrants in the migration process. Illegal institutions include smuggling 

operations and the creation of fake documents, while legal institutions include humanitarian aid 

organizations who provide aid and other services to migrants.94 As these services, both legal and 

illegal, become more well known to migrants they draw on them in larger numbers as a way to 

gain entry into the country and access to labor markets. As a result, “the flow of migrants 

becomes more and more institutionalized and independent of the factors that originally caused 

it.”95 The relative ease with which people are able to migrate due to these institutions helps to 

perpetuate migration. 
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 Finally, cumulative causation is predicated on the notion that “each act of migration alters 

the social context within which subsequent migration decisions are made, typically in ways that 

make additional movements more likely.”96 Some of these variables include: the distribution of 

income, distribution of land, organization of agriculture, culture, regional distribution of human 

capital, and social meaning of work.97 This theory supposes that migration is a complicated 

process that is both motivated by and perpetuated by a host of factors that interact with and build 

upon each other.98 As individuals migrate to another country to increase their capital, the income 

of their household rises above not only its previous level but above other households in the 

community. Because of the unequal distribution of capital in the community, households begin 

to send members to work in other countries, and this process continues until the households 

within the community have similar levels of capital again. For those members who migrate for 

work, their preferences and motivations are changed by the new culture. Migrants whose tastes 

and values begin to change are more likely to migrate again and again. With increased out 

migration, sending communities become stagnant, which in turn encourages more people to 

migrate. The cycle continues even through unsuccessful migration attempts and deportations.  

 Although the above theories of migration do an adequate job at explaining why people 

migrate for economic and, to a certain extent, social factors, they do not address other important 

considerations. Migration from Mexico has long been considered to be driven by economic 

factors, however, Massey argues that US policy intervention to curb migration created a “self-

perpetuating cycle of rising enforcement and increased border apprehensions that resulted in the 
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militarization of the border in a way that was largely disconnected from the processes 

hypothesized by prevailing theories of international migration.”99 Migration was no longer low 

cost and low risk, as it now carried the label of illegal or criminal. The militarization and 

increased enforcement of the border effectively cut off the circular migration paths that had been 

used by migrant laborers and forced many to choose whether they would live in Mexico or create 

lives in the United States. This was not the only change in Mexican migration patterns, as many 

began migrating to escape drug-related criminal activities in their home communities. For this 

reason, migrants no longer consider only economic motivations but view migration as a means 

by which to escape violence.  

 Further challenging these theories of migration is the case of Central Americans seeking 

asylum in the United States. Although some may be migrating for economic reasons, a majority 

find themselves fleeing gang violence and domestic violence. Despite the fact that violence is the 

primary driver of migration from Central America, with a few changes I believe that existing 

theories of migration could be modified to help explain the initiation and perpetuation of 

migration outside of economic reasons. The theory of new economics of migration place a large 

focus on the decision making of families and households, a trait that is reflected in the decision 

to flee violence. Many Central Americans fleeing violence do not do so alone, but instead travel 

with spouses, family members, close friends, and most commonly their children. In the situation 

of violence, the household is deciding to uproot their lives and migrate to the United States in an 

act of self-preservation and to protect loved ones from violence. In order to migrate, individuals 

tap into networks, institutionalized and not, to help them in the process of migration. For those 
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coming from Central America, many hire guides or travel with others who have made the 

journey north. Once in the United States, they may be welcomed by humanitarian aid 

organizations who will help connect them to the network they are associated with in the United 

States. The migrant’s network in the United States is commonly comprised of former migrants, 

family members, or close friends who act as a sponsor and help the individual get situated and 

acclimated. Although violence is not included in the scope of theories of migration, they can 

provide a useful jumping off point through which we may consider the factors behind migration 

of those fleeing violence.  

 

Detainee Experience 

The United States operates the largest immigration detention system in the world with upwards 

of 200 long-term detention facilities across the country. Detention Watch Network reports that 

over 73% of individuals held in immigration detention are housed in facilities operated by 

private, for-profit companies.100 A combination of occupancy quotas and financial incentives to 

fill beds in private detention facilities have led to high rates of migrant detention. ICE reports 

that during fiscal year 2018, 396,448 individuals were processed for initial bookins in long-term 

detention facilities throughout the country, representing an increase of 22.5% from 2017.101 

Although ICE detains migrants from a variety of countries of origin, most individuals come from 

Latin America, specifically Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador.  
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Conditions within long-term detention facilities are bleak, with numerous reports of 

abuse, mistreatment, and death. Detainees report being verbally and psychologically abused by 

guards who scream at them, often using racial slurs. It is argued that “poor conditions are 

deliberately imposed…to persuade detainees to drop their appeals and choose deportation over 

continued incarceration.”102 US authorities do not only use verbal abuse as a means to discourage 

detainees, it is reported that authorities also utilize physical violence as a means of control, 

punishment, and intimidation, as physical violence effects not only the person being abused but 

those who are witnesses to the abuse as well.103 Physical abuse inflicted by US authorities 

includes, but is not limited to, being pushed or pulled, dragged, choked, having limbs unnaturally 

manipulated/twisted, being placed in painful or stressful positions, and being hit or kicked.104 

Unfortunately, these abuses are often regarded as isolated incidents, or as reported by Martínez 

and colleagues “as the work of a ‘few bad apples,’ or reduced to individual-level poor judgment, 

and therefore outside the scope of institutional responsibility,” though reports of abuse are 

pervasive throughout detainee experiences.105 The prevalence of abuse should not be ignored, as 

it seriously impacts the experiences of detainees and can result in negative health outcomes.  

According to a report based on interviews of 1,109 recently deported migrants conducted 

along the US/Mexico border between 2009 and 2012, Slack and colleagues found that 23% of 

migrants stated that they needed medical attention while in immigration detention, yet 37% of 
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those who both needed and asked for medical attention did not receive it.106 Withholding of or 

inadequate medical treatment in detention facilities is well-documented and, in an examination 

of “Detainee Death Reviews,” was found to be the cause of eight of 15 deaths.107 These deaths 

may be attributed to delays in care, poor care by practitioners and nurses, flawed emergency 

responses, isolation of individuals with psychosocial disabilities, and substandard and faulty 

medical practices.108 As is suggested by the number of individuals who have died in immigration 

detention facilities due to lack of medical care, issues with medical treatment are not a result of 

individual doctors and nurses, but a fatal systemic breakdown in how medical care is 

administered in detention facilities. 

Although the individuals interviewed for this project were asylum seekers who had not 

spent time in long-term detention facilities, their experiences often align with the mistreatment 

seen in long-term detention facilities. According to reports by organizations such as No More 

Deaths, individuals in short-term custody report facing the withholding of food, water, medical 

treatment, and basic hygiene products, verbal and physical abuse, family separation, and the 

confiscation of personal belongings without return.109 These actions directly contradict CBP 

policy regarding hold rooms and short-term custody which state that, “All persons arrested or 

detained by the Border Patrol will be held in facilities that are safe, secure, and clean. Detainees 
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will be provided food, water, properly equipped restrooms and hygiene supplies.”110 Anecdotal 

evidence from both unauthorized migrants and asylum seekers shows that these policies are not 

adhered to and are often blatantly disregarded by US authorities. As documented by No More 

Deaths and by the interviews conducted for this project, unauthorized migrants and asylum 

seekers report being kept in freezing cold and overcrowded rooms, were unable to bathe, were 

not given proper medical treatment, and were only provided with snacks such as burritos, juice, 

and cookies.111 Much of the treatment encountered by both unauthorized migrants and asylum 

seekers is in violation of human rights laws and directly violates internal CBP policy. Because 

migrants and asylum seekers face anywhere from days to years in detention facilities, it is 

important that these violations be addressed in a meaningful way to combat abuse, mistreatment, 

and death.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Theoretical Frame 

In this thesis, I draw on the theoretical framework of “legal violence” developed by Cecilia 

Menjívar and Leisy J. Abrego to understand the ways in which the violence of immigration law 

interacts with asylum seekers’ lived experiences to produce internalized criminalization.112 

Menjívar and Abrego’s legal violence expands upon two primary theories: structural violence 

and symbolic violence. Johan Galtung defines structural violence as that which “is built into the 

structure and shows up as unequal power and consequently as unequal life chances.”113 

Structural violence is that which is not necessarily perpetrated by an individual, but instead is 

built into the fabric of societal structures and influences factors such as distribution of resources, 

access to health care, and legal standing. Symbolic violence, as defined by Pierre Bourdieu, is 

the “domination of one class over another” via the “structured and structuring instruments of 

communication.”114 Symbolic violence serves to create a structure of domination through the 

utilization of various actions that ultimately lead individuals to internalize the domination and 

inequality and view it as normal. Legal violence recognizes the points at which structural 

violence and symbolic violence interact with the law and legal practices which are “consequently 

seen as ‘normal’ and natural because it ‘is the law.’”115 Although there are important procedural 

and legal differences for those seeking asylum versus those who enter the country without 

documentation, the arbitrary lines between who has and has not committed a crime have become 
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increasingly blurry, as demonstrated by the migrant experiences included in this research. For the 

purposes of this thesis, legal violence provides a theoretical lens through which to view the lived 

experiences of asylum seekers and their subsequent internalization of criminalization based on 

the symbolic and structural violence they experience via asylum law and policies.  

Criminalization of Immigration 

Unauthorized immigration has historically been viewed as an administrative matter, however in 

the last several decades it has become increasingly criminalized due to policies such as the 1996 

Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA), 1996 Antiterrorism and 

Effective Death Penalty ACT (AEDPA), and 2001 USA PATRIOT Act.116,117 With the 

criminalization of unauthorized migrants has come the interweaving of criminal and immigration 

law, commonly referred to as “crimmigration.” Policies surrounding the melding of criminal and 

immigration law have allowed state and local agencies to enforce immigration violations that 

formerly fell under the jurisdiction of federal agencies.118 The convergence of immigration and 

criminal law in combination with the dilution of federal responsibility to state and local agencies 

has led to “more exclusionary definitions of who was a member of the U.S. community and to an 

expansion of the consequences of loss of membership to include mass deportation of noncitizens 

and loss of the privileges of citizenship for ex-offenders.”119 Unauthorized migrants who are 

accused of committing a crime are detained and often deported, branding them as criminals and 

excluding them from membership in the US community. 
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 Harsh punishments enacted by the state against unauthorized migrants include detention 

in county jails or privately-owned detention facilities, withholding of medical treatment to those 

in detention, lack of access to basic necessities, and lack of access to legal counsel. With the 

rising number of asylum seekers coming to the United States we see an extension of the 

criminalization of immigration into the realm of asylum seeking. The criminalization of asylum 

seekers may be more discursive and less based in legal exclusion, however the punishments 

meted out by US authorities serve to enact the same violence and reflect the same discourse of 

criminality that unauthorized migrants face. Asylum seekers are also subjected to detention, 

though often shorter-term, withholding of first aid while in custody, lack of basic necessities 

such as adequate food and water, and lack of access to legal counsel. The disturbing reality is 

that asylum seekers are being treated as criminals when they have a legal right to seek asylum in 

the United States . 

As noted by Abrego and colleagues in their discussion of criminalization of immigration, 

as researchers we tend to focus on the “big picture of criminalization” of immigrants including 

which policies exist that allow for or encourage criminalization and how and why individuals are 

being criminalized.120 By only focusing on the abstract or legal nature of the criminalization of 

migrants, we fail to recognize and give value to the ways in which migrants experience 

criminalization and how that effects the way in which they view themselves within a system 

designed to designate them as a criminal. In this thesis I propose that we examine how migrants, 

particularly asylum seekers, are interpreting the criminalization they experience at the hands of 

US authorities. 
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Changing Demographics 

Beginning in 2016, there was a sizeable shift in apprehensions of unauthorized migrants on the 

southwest border with fewer Mexicans being detained than non-Mexicans.121 A decrease in 

apprehensions of Mexicans may indicate that mass economically-driven migration from Mexico 

has decreased, and in its place are higher apprehension rates of Central Americans. In FY 2015, 

approximately 133,528 apprehensions on the southwest border were Central American versus 

186,017 Mexican.122 During FY 2018, Central Americans accounted for approximately 223,604 

apprehensions, while apprehension of Mexicans declined to 152,257.123 In addition to increased 

apprehension rates of Central Americans, between FY 2017 and FY 2018 along the southwestern 

border there has been a 42% increase in the number of family unit apprehensions, with 

approximately 103,509 of those family units migrating from Central America versus 2,261 from 

Mexico.124 Along with the increased number of family units migrating, asylum applications in 

2019 have reached a high of 208,942 applications filed, a nearly 28% increase from FY 2018.125 

From these figures it can be deduced that demographic patterns of those migrating and being 

apprehended on the southwest border are changing, with fewer economic migrants from Mexico 
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seeking economic opportunities outside of their country and more Central American families 

seeking refuge in the United States . 

 

The Right to Seek Asylum 

In order to effectively investigate the ways in which migrants position themselves within the 

complex matrix that forms the US immigration and asylum systems, we must first consider the 

ways in which asylum seeking has been criminalized in the United States over the last few 

decades. In response to the great number of people migrating during and after World War II, the 

United Nations created the 1951 United Nations Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees 

(Refugee Convention) in order to offer protections to those seeking refuge from the atrocities of 

the time. According to the Refugee Convention, a refugee is an individual who “owing to well-

founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a 

particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable 

or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country.”126 

Internationally recognized, the Refugee Convention serves as a mechanism to protect individuals 

with a well-founded fear of remaining in or returning to their home country, as well as to outline 

certain obligations that States parties have to refugees. The process for obtaining asylum does 

differ from applying for refugee status, however those differences are primarily administrative 

and dependent upon physical location. Both asylum seekers and refugees must meet the 

international criteria for refugee status as stated above in order to be considered. In order to be 

considered for refugee status, an individual must apply for status while outside of the country 
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where they are seeking refuge and are outside of their country of origin.127 Most often those 

seeing refugee status must apply through a Resettlement Support Center or be referred by an 

international or nongovernmental organization.128 For those seeking asylum, they must present 

themselves either at a port of entry or while already in the country. Asylum seekers already in the 

United States may apply for asylum for up to one year after entering the country.129 Although the 

United States became a States party to the Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees in 1968, 

the country did not modify its domestic law until over a decade later. In an effort to bring 

domestic law into agreement with international law, the Congress of the United States enacted 

the Refugee Act in 1980 which closely mirrored the sentiments of the 1951 Refugee Convention 

and 1968 Protocol and created caps on refugee admission numbers.  

While there are a number of obligations dictated by the Refugee Convention, there are 

also several stipulations that States parties must oblige, some of which are of particular 

importance for asylum seekers in the United States. First, for migrants seeking asylum, Article 

33(1) of the Refugee Convention provides protection from refoulment to their country of origin, 

barring States parties from expelling or returning “a refugee in any manner whatsoever to the 

frontiers of territories where his life or freedom would be threatened on account of his race, 

religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political opinion.”130 According 

to this article, individuals with a well-founded fear of returning to their country of origin may not 

be returned to their home country by the country in which they are seeking asylum. This 
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particular article has serious implications for asylum seekers who are being forced to remain in 

Mexico to await their court date under MPP, as violence against and exploitation of migrants in 

Mexico is severe. Further, Article 31(1) of the Refugee Convention stipulates that “subject to 

specific exceptions, refugees should not be penalized for their illegal entry or stay” and 

according to the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), “This 

recognizes that the seeking of asylum can require refugees to breach immigration rules. 

Prohibited penalties might include being charged with immigration or criminal offences relating 

to the seeking of asylum or being arbitrarily detained purely on the basis of seeking asylum.”131 

The stipulations mentioned above, when violated by States parties, can have particularly harmful 

and even deadly consequences. Migrant narratives illustrate that the stipulation regarding 

penalization for illegal entry is not observed by US authorities, as many asylum seekers find 

themselves spending significant amounts of time in holding and/or detention facilities, and with 

the implementation of new US policy such as MPP, many more will face being stranded in 

Mexico while they await their day in court. 

Based on the rules, regulations, obligations and stipulations laid out by both the UN 

Refugee Convention and the US Refugee Act, individuals seeking asylum in the United States 

are legally warranted to do so and should be regarded as such. The United States’ repeated 

decision to impose penalties on asylum seekers such as holding individuals in hieleras and using 

detention as a deterrence measure appear to be in direct contradiction to Article 31 of the 

Refugee Convention. Disregarding international and domestic law, the US government continues 

to portray and treat asylum seekers as criminals who have entered the country illegally, with no 

legal right to remain in the country.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Civil Initiative 

Located about an hour from the US/Mexico border, Tucson has become a hub for immigrant-

serving NGOs, activists and researchers, while at the same time facing the tragic reality of being 

the epicenter of migrant deaths. In response to the 3,000 plus migrant remains found since 2000, 

a host of local non-profits such as No Más Muertes and Colibrí Center for Human Rights act to 

combine advocacy work with on the ground assistance to migrants and their families. The 

decades-long tradition of humanitarian assistance helps propel the advocacy and aid work seen in 

Tucson today. Beginning in the early 1980s, faith-based organizations such as Southside 

Presbyterian Church have been providing aid, shelter, and advocacy for Central Americans 

seeking refuge.132 Congregations across the United States began declaring their churches 

“sanctuaries” in response to refusal by the United States to recognize Central Americans as 

refugees. Activists and religious workers felt that the United States was not honoring their legal 

obligations to refugees as set forth by both international and domestic law, leading them to 

develop a network in which they would assist unauthorized Central Americans evade detection 

and apprehension.133 Organizations throughout Tucson have maintained this notion of sanctuary, 

sheltering individuals being targeted for deportation and creating safe spaces for those who are 

unauthorized. Although in many ways the mission of organizations across Tucson has remained 

the same, it has also expanded to providing aid to those in the midst of the asylum process.  
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 One such organization is Casa Alitas, a Tucson-based migrant shelter managed by the 

Catholic Community Services organization. Almost exclusively volunteer run, Casa Alitas 

provides first aid, short-term shelter, and travel assistance to asylum seekers released from US 

custody. Due in large part to Tucson’s established volunteer network, Casa Alitas and similar 

migrant shelters have been able to provide services to the large number of asylum seekers being 

released into the Tucson community. It is through organizations such as Casa Alitas that the 

community is able to come to understand and advocate for those seeking asylum in the United 

States. 

 

Research Site 

Beginning in October 2018, Tucson area migrant shelters began to see a dramatic uptick in the 

number of asylum seekers released by US Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and 

CBP into the community. Organizations like Casa Alitas Migrant Shelter sprang into action, 

receiving and offering services to upwards of 120 asylum seekers per day, a far cry from the 30 

or so they were used to serving on a daily basis. The increase in releases were due in part to 

policy changes that caused parents and children to be processed and released arbitrarily and as a 

result of overcrowding in ICE and CBP facilities. At this time, Casa Alitas began collecting 

intake data for individuals and family units, documenting basic demographic information as well 

as information pertaining to migrant experiences. As of late July, Casa Alitas had served over 

14,000 asylum seekers, with more arriving every day, making this a unique situation within 

which to gather information as to how the asylum process actually functions for those individuals 

seeking asylum and to humanize their journey. 
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At the time of this research, Casa Alitas was providing services out of a Benedictine 

Monastery in central Tucson. Approaching the monastery from the street, you would not expect 

to find hallways and outdoor spaces teeming with migrant families and volunteers. When asylum 

seekers were dropped off by ICE or CBP at Casa Alitas, they entered through the rear of the 

monastery and were ushered into the main chapel. It is easy to imagine the relief that families 

must have felt when entering the space, as it was decorated with signs in a familiar language, 

children’s art, and religious icons. They were greeted by volunteers and were introduced to the 

services available at the shelter. Families were provided food and water and met with a volunteer 

health provider who assessed their current state. Once cleared of emergency health issues, they 

sat down with a volunteer who asked them intake questions that included demographic 

information as well as information about their experiences in US custody. After completing the 

intake, families were shown to their rooms and were free to access the available services 

including showers, clean clothing, hot meals, first aid, telephone use, and transportation 

coordination. Although many families did not remain at Casa Alitas for more than a few days, 

the volunteers made a concerted effort to create spaces and activities that brought joy and 

stimulation to their lives. It was not unusual to see children running around playing, guests 

helping volunteers with cleaning, or families excitedly heading towards the door with a volunteer 

who would take them to the Greyhound bus station. Although there were moments of grief and 

sadness at the monastery, the halls were overwhelmingly buzzing with hope. 
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Methods 

This thesis is based on a combination of qualitative interview data collected over the course of 

two months at Casa Alitas and quantitative data obtained from Casa Alitas’ intake form.134 In 

order to provide broader context to the qualitative interview data, I obtained access to a 20% 

random sample of basic quantitative intake form data from Casa Alitas. The data obtained from 

Casa Alitas provides a demographic profile of approximately 1,300 asylum seeking family units 

who received services at the migrant shelter and also sheds light on their experiences while in US 

custody. Casa Alitas volunteers collected intake data provided by heads of household which 

largely reflects information about family units rather than individuals. Although the intake form 

is quite detailed, for the purpose of this research and to respect the privacy of the asylum seekers, 

only select variables were utilized for analysis. These variables primarily consist of demographic 

information and limited indicators of migrant experiences. Because Casa Alitas has gone through 

several iterations of its shelter, from providing services out of a small house to its current 

location in a juvenile detention center, it is important to note that the subset of data received is 

from October 2018 to August 2019 when the shelter was being run out of the Benedictine 

Monastery, where they provided services to approximately 6,500 family units. This particular 

timeframe was chosen because the qualitative interviews conducted for this research were 

completed at the monastery iteration of Casa Alitas and may help to provide a snapshot of the 

demographics and experiences of asylum seekers receiving services at the shelter during this 

period. 

 

134 Approval was obtained from The University of Arizona’s Institutional Review Board to 
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During the summer of 2019, I conducted 19 semi-structured interviews with asylum 

seekers and engaged in additional informal conversations with a host of asylum seekers, 

volunteers and support staff. Interviewees included seven Spanish-speaking men and 12 women 

migrating from Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador and Mexico, most of whom were traveling 

with children. Because many asylum seekers who receive services at Casa Alitas travel as family 

units, much of the qualitative data includes information regarding both parents and children who 

spent time in US custody and, at the time, were in transit to the location of their US-based 

sponsor. All interviews were conducted in Spanish with the assistance of a translator and, for 

those who voiced approval, were recorded for later transcription. Interviewees were recruited 

through random selection: in the hallways, dining room, and outdoor spaces of Casa Alitas. The 

primary focus of the interviews was to document personal migration experiences, specifically in 

regard to treatment by authorities, in order to gain a deeper understanding of the violence 

perpetrated by US authorities against asylum seeking migrants. Interview questions included 

when the individual arrived at the US/Mexico border, how long they had been traveling for, what 

their migration experience was like, how they were treated by US authorities, if they received 

medical attention, and how they were treated overall while in US custody (For full interview 

schedule see Appendix A). Based on the interview data I identified four non-mutually-exclusive 

typologies to aid in the understanding of how asylum seekers understand their experiences of 

criminalization while in US custody. The creation of these typologies emerged inductively, or 

ground-up, based on patterns that emerged during interview analysis. The typologies provide a 

unique way within which asylum seeker experiences may be classified. With access to 

quantitative data and the collection of qualitative data this research is able to provide both a 

broad and narrow demographic depiction of asylum seekers and their experiences. 
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Findings 

Descriptive Statistics 

Acquisition of quantitative intake data from Casa Alitas has allowed for the creation of a 

demographic overview of asylum seekers who were guests at the shelter between October 16, 

2018 and August 8, 2019, as illustrated in Table 1. Of the 1,298 family units included in the data 

set, approximately 57% of the heads of household interviewed were male and 43% were female. 

Most heads of household were between the ages of 25-49 years old, with only 13% under the age 

of 25 and 5% over the age of 49. In regard to reported marital status, 44% of those interviewed 

were married, 28% report have a common law marriage or civil union, and 19% were separated 

or divorced. Although approximately 25% of individuals interviewed report speaking an 

indigenous language as their primary or secondary language, a majority were not indigenous 

language speakers. Mirroring the current migration flows, a majority of asylum seekers at this 

time were from Central American countries, with 63% from Guatemala, 21% from Honduras, 

7% from Mexico, 4% from El Salvador, and the remaining 5% from Brazil, Ecuador, Nicaragua, 

Venezuela, and other countries. Most individuals traveled between 7-30 days from their home 

countries to the US/Mexico border, with the majority traveling for one to two weeks, and after 

apprehension by US authorities most spent zero to five days in US custody. As stated above, 

most asylum seekers at Casa Alitas travel in family units, with most reporting to have one child 

with them at the shelter. In short, the general demographic profile of asylum seekers at Casas 

Alitas from late 2018 through summer 2019 were married males between the ages of 25-49 who 

were traveling with one child. These men were non-indigenous language speakers from Central 

America who had traveled for one to two weeks before reaching the US/Mexico border where 

they spent 2-3 days in US custody. 
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Table 1. Demographic Overview of Family Units who Completed an Intake Form Upon 

Arrival at Casa Alitas 

  Percent   

Gender (Adult 1)    

Male 57%   

Female 43%   

Age (Adult 1)    

18-24 13%   

25-34 43%   

35-49 39%   

50-64 4%   

65+ <1%   

Marital Status (Adult 1)    

Married 44%   

Single 28%   

Civil Union/Common Law 19%   

Separated/Divorced 4%   

Widowed 2%   

Other 3%   

Indigenous Language Speakers  

(Primary or Secondary) (Adult 1)    

Yes  25%   

Country of Origin    

Guatemala 63%   

Honduras 21%   

Mexico 7%   

El Salvador 4%   

Brazil 2%   

Ecuador 1%   

Nicaragua <1%   

Venezuela <1%   

Other <1%   

Days Since Leaving Home Community    

0-6 6%   

7-13 47%   

14-20 23%   
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21-30 11%   

31-60 9%   

61-89 1%   

90+ 3%   

Days in US Custody    

0-1 19%   

2-3 44%   

4-5 29%   

6-7 6%   

8+ 3%   

Number of People in Family at Shelter    

1 2%   

2-3 89%   

4-5 8%   

6-8 1%   

Number of Children Under 18 (Includes those not 

at shelter)    

0 1%   

1 42%   

2-3 40%   

4-5 13%   

6-7 4%   

8-10 1%   

 

Source: Casa Alitas Intake Form, October 16, 2018 - August 9, 2019   

20% subsample of 6,490 family units (N = 1,298)    

Note: Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding   

 Although this profile presents a general overview of the asylum seekers who receive 

services at Casa Alitas, it also inspires many questions, a primary one being why are families 

making the long trek to the US/Mexico border with children? Are asylum seekers legally married 

to their spouse? Is their spouse the same gender? How many people have been detained or gone 

through the port of entry that day? What is the mood or attitude of the agent they are dealing 

with? Is there a language barrier between the agent and the family? These are just a few of the 
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number of factors that can influence whether or not a family is able to request asylum, however 

they assist in the understanding of how arbitrary the asylum system is and why so many 

inconsistencies exist.  

The pervasive inconsistencies also lead to misinformation that circulates within the 

migrant community, such as in the case of Raul, a Guatemalan man traveling with his teenaged 

son. After being apprehended and fingerprinted, they were held overnight in a hielera with a few 

other couples. Before Raul was released he was told by the other migrants not to ask for asylum 

because he would be held by US authorities for a longer period of time. Misinformation such as 

this can be dangerous, as it can put asylum seekers at risk of deportation, criminalization, and 

further detention. We must wonder, where did the other migrants get this information from? 

Although the demographic information described above and illustrated in Table 1 provides 

important broad stroke information about the asylum-seeking population who received services 

at Casa Alitas over the course of 10 months, it does not paint a complete picture. In order to 

humanize the experience of these asylum seekers, it is important to give voice to their 

challenges, struggles, and joys.  

 

Qualitative Interviews 

Based on the 19 interviews conducted at Casa Alitas, there is an overwhelming consensus that 

migrants seeking asylum in the United States are leaving their homes due to two primary factors: 

poverty and violence. For asylum seekers like Adriana, a single mother with two children, 

poverty was the driving force behind her decision to migrate to the United States. When asked 

why she left Guatemala, she reported that she did not have a house in Guatemala and needed to 

come to the United States to work and find a home to live in with her children. While telling us 
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about the poverty she faced at home, she began to cry, telling us that she had to leave her three-

year-old daughter behind in Guatemala while she and her older daughter tried to claim asylum in 

the United States.135 For those who reported experiencing violence, it was primarily perpetrated 

by gangs, pandillas, and was experienced in several different ways. Some individuals faced 

extortion at the hands of gangs in the form of renta, a fee imposed on individuals or businesses 

in order to continue operations, and others experienced daily threats of violence simply from 

existing in their communities. Laura, a single mother from Honduras, left the country with her 

young son due to increasing levels of gang violence. Laura left Honduras and traveled for four 

months before reaching the US/Mexico border. Because she did not have any money when she 

left Honduras, she worked in markets throughout her journey through Mexico in order to feed 

her son.136 It is important to note that these motivating factors are not mutually exclusive, and 

that most migrants experience a combination of the two. 

The experiences of Wilmer, a small business owner in Honduras who sold his business 

and brought his family to seek asylum in the United States, provide a glimpse into the overlap 

between poverty and violence that many asylum seekers face in their home countries. Although 

he ran a successful business with several employees, Wilmer was forced out of his business and 

home by gang activity. Gangs had started to sell drugs in front of his business and had begun 

murdering the owners of small businesses surrounding Wilmer’s who did not cooperate with the 

gang’s renta demands. Feeling stuck between cooperating with the gangs and putting himself, 

his family, and his employees at risk of violence, Wilmer decided to leave Honduras. Wilmer 

 

135 Adriana (pseudonym for protection), interview by Alyssa Dormer, Tucson, Arizona, June 24, 

2019.  

136 Laura (pseudonym for protection), interview by Alyssa Dormer, Tucson, Arizona, July 5, 

2019. 
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sold his equipment and personal belongings, leaving behind only his mother and college age 

daughter. Contrary to media portrayals of why individuals leave their homes to come to the 

United States, Wilmer explained that he did not want to leave his country, but fear drove him 

away, saying “Allí nací. Yo no quería salir. Me duele mi país. Yo nací allí. Mis padres, mis 

abuelos, y tantas cosas que omito que no digo que son muy delicadas allí. Hay muchas cosas que, 

que en esta grabación no digo porque todavía tengo miedo” (I was born there. I did not want to 

leave. My country hurts. I was born there. My parents, my grandparents, and so many things that 

I omit, that I don’t say are very delicate there. There are many things that, in this recording I 

don’t say because I’m still afraid).137 Although Wilmer has made the nearly 3,000-mile trek from 

Honduras to Arizona, he still fears the reaches of the violence in his home country. 

 

Gendered Experiences 

It is important to recognize the gendered nature of migration, particularly when the 

drivers are rooted in poverty and violence, and those migrating are largely family units. Table 2 

provides an overview of the demographic characteristics for the 20% random sample of family 

units obtained from Casa Alitas’ in-take form. The table presents a breakdown of the 

characteristics between men and women within the sample and documents the statistical 

significance between genders as determined by proportions tests (t-tests). As indicated by the 

statistical significance of several variables, the demographic profile of asylum seekers at Casas 

Alitas largely differed by the gender of the head of household. A few notable statistically 

significant differences between men and women are as follows: just 8% of male heads of 

household were between the ages of 18-24 as compared to 20% of females; 46% of women were 

 

137 Wilmer, interview by Alyssa Dormer, Tucson, Arizona, July 15, 2019. 
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single compared to only 15% of men; and 20% of women were traveling with two children 

compared to 8% of men, all differences that are statistically significant. The statistical 

significance discussed above and in Table 2 indicate that many of the demographic differences 

seen between men and women at Casa Alitas are not due to chance but rather are due to 

differences in gender. 

Generally speaking, most female asylum seekers at Casa Alitas were young (between the 

ages of 25-34), single mothers from Guatemala who were traveling with one child. Most women 

were non-indigenous language speakers and had traveled for one to two weeks before reaching 

the US/Mexico border. After reaching the border they were held in US custody for an average of 

two to three days, where approximately 24% reported receiving overall bad or not good 

treatment, as indicated in table 3. On the other hand, male asylum seekers at Casa Alitas were 

slightly older (25-49 years old), married, non-indigenous language speakers from Guatemala 

traveling with one child. Men had traveled for two to three weeks before reaching the 

US/Mexico border, at which point they were held in US custody for two to three days and 

approximately 20% of male asylum seekers report being treated bad or not good (table 3). 

Although some similarities exist between the experiences of male and female migrants, the data 

makes it clear that there are important differences that can be accounted for by gender and should 

be considered in the analysis and understanding of the experiences of asylum seekers.  

Table 2. Differences in Demographic Data and Experiences in US Custody Between Males 

and Females 

  Males Females Difference 

Age Categories (Adult 1)    

18-24 8% 20% 12%*** 

25-34 40% 47% 7%** 

35-49 45% 31% 14%*** 

50-64 6% <1% 5%*** 
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65+ <1% <1% 0% 

Marital Status (Adult 1)    

Married 56% 28% 27%*** 

Single 15% 46% 31%*** 

Civil Union/Common Law 24% 13% 11%*** 

Separated/Divorced <1% 8% 7%*** 

Widowed <1% 3% 2%** 

Other 4% 3% 1% 

Indigenous Language Speakers  

(Primary or Secondary) (Adult 1)    

Yes  29% 20% 9%*** 

Country of Origin    

Guatemala 68% 57% 11%*** 

Honduras 18% 24% 6%** 

Mexico 6% 8% 2% 

El Salvador 3% 6% 2%* 

Brazil 3% 1% 2%* 

Ecuador <1% 2% 1%* 

Nicaragua <1% <1% 0% 

Venezuela <1% 0% <1% 

Other 1% 1% 0% 

Days Since Leaving Community    

0-6 6% 6% 0% 

7-13 49% 43% 6%* 

14-20 24% 22% 2% 

21-30 10% 13% 3% 

31-60 7% 11% 4%* 

61-89 1% 2% 1% 

90+ 2% 3% 1% 

Days in US Custody    

0-1 16% 23% 7%** 

2-3 42% 47% 5% 

4-5 32% 24% 8%** 

6-7 7% 3% 4%** 

8+ 3% 2% 1% 

Number of People in Family at Shelter    
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1 1% 3% 2%** 

2-3 89% 90% 1% 

4-5 9% 7% 2% 

6-8 1% <1% 1% 

Number of Children Under 18 (Includes 

those not at shelter)    

0 <1% 2% 1%** 

1 39% 46% 7%** 

2-3 39% 41% 2% 

4-5 15% 9% 6%** 

6-7 5% 1% 4%** 

8-10 2% <1% 1%** 

Number of Children at Shelter    

0 1% 3% 2%* 

1 87% 72% 15%*** 

2 8% 20% 12%*** 

3-5+ 3% 5% 2% 

Source. Casa Alitas Intake Form, October 16, 2018 - August 9, 2019. 

20% subsample of 6,490 family units (N = 1,298). 

Note: Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding. 

*p < 0.05. 

**p < 0.01. 

***p < 0.001. 

 

Although there appear to be significant sociodemographic differences between men and 

women who received services at Casa Alitas, there do not seem to be notable differences in the 

rates of reported maltreatment by US authorities. Overall bad/not good treatment by US 

authorities appears to only differ by 4% between men and women, with a full sample report rate 

of 22% maltreatment. I postulate that there are a few reasons as to why there are not significant 

differences between men’s and women’s experiences while in custody and why the reports of 

overall bad/not good treatment while in custody are only 22% when anecdotal evidence from this 

research suggests that most asylum seekers have negative experiences while in custody. First, we 

must consider the context within which this data was collected; after asylum seekers were 
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dropped off by ICE or CBP at Casa Alitas they sat down with a volunteer whom they had never 

met before and were asked a series of questions. Most individuals had recently made a long, 

difficult journey from their home communities to the US/Mexico border where they were 

apprehended by US officials and were then held in a freezing cold room for anywhere from 

hours to days. Asylum seekers are not told by US authorities where they are being taken, so 

when they arrive at Casa Alitas they are often disoriented and unsure if they been taken to a new 

detention facility or have been released from US custody. Individuals are in an incredibly 

precarious situation, where many are afraid to reveal too much about their situations and their 

experiences for fear that it will negatively impact their asylum request. Second, it is important to 

understand the way in which the question about their experience was framed. Volunteers asked 

asylum seekers “¿Cómo fueron tratados usted y su familia mientras estaban bajo el cuidado de 

los oficiales de inmigración?” (How were you and your family treated while in the care of U.S. 

officials?). As a result of the open-ended nature of this question responses were varied, with 22% 

of asylum seekers overall reporting that they were treated bad/not good. Although this 

percentage may seem low at first glance, it is important to consider that these responses were 

unprovoked, meaning that they were not asked directly about negative experiences, rather about 

experiences in general. The fact that nearly a quarter of asylum seekers willingly reported 

bad/not good treatment indicates that the negative interaction had a significant impact on their 

experience while in US custody. These negative experiences are further reflected in the 

qualitative interview data in which interviewees reported a host of criminalizing experiences. 

The minimal differences in treatment seen between men and women indicate that asylum seekers 

are systematically criminalized while in US custody, regardless of their gender. This is not to say 



Dormer 

 

65 

that the experiences themselves are not gendered, just that the differences in rates of 

mistreatment between genders is not statistically significant in this instance. 

Table 3. Differences in Reported Maltreatment by US Authorities Between Males and 

Females 

Reported Maltreatment by US 

Authorities 

(Mentions of problems with…)A 

Full 

Sample Males Females Difference 

Overall Bad/Not Good Treatment 22% 20% 24% 4% 

Extreme Temperatures 4% 4% 4% 0% 

Food/Water 7% 8% 7% 1% 

Separation 1% 1% 1% 0% 

Verbal Abuse 5% 4% 6% 2% 

Physical Abuse <1% <1% <1% 0% 

Personal Hygiene/Facility Cleanliness 1% 1% 1% 0% 

Possessions Taken and Not Returned 2% 2% 2% 0% 

Sleeping Conditions 3% 3% 3% 0% 

Source. Casa Alitas Intake Form, October 16, 2018 - August 9, 2019. 

20% subsample of 6,490 family units (N = 1,298). 

Note: Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding. 

*p < 0.05. 

**p < 0.01. 

***p < 0.001. 

A. Includes multiple mentions, 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Typologies 

From the quantitative intake data, it is not immediately clear that asylum seekers are 

systematically experiencing criminalization at the hands of US authorities, however by analyzing 

the qualitative interviews, it becomes apparent that the asylum seekers interviewed at Casa Alitas 

were experiencing criminalization in several forms. In order to more critically examine these 

experiences, I have developed a series of four typologies that help to categorize and understand 

how asylum seekers react to and interpret experiences of criminalization. These typologies were 

created from the ground up, as a result of patterns that emerged while analyzing the interviews. 

Although migration is a highly gendered process and individuals have differing experiences, it is 

important to acknowledge that within the individuals interviewed for this study, the criminal 

narrative crosses gender, age, and country of origin. The narrative surrounding asylum seekers 

portrays them as criminals, individuals who are in the United States illegally and do not deserve 

the same rights afforded to citizens. However, as indicated previously by the analysis of 

international and domestic law, individuals are well within legal bounds to seek asylum. 

Many, if not all, of the individuals interviewed for this project portray themselves and 

their experiences in a way that can be characterized by four typologies: explicit criminalization, 

implicit criminalization, normalization of criminalization, and relativity of the criminalization 

experience. Although these typologies are presented as distinct categories, it must be recognized 

that many individuals’ experiences do not fit simply into one typology, but that the typologies 

are in fact fluid and dynamic.  
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Explicit Criminalization 

Explicit criminalization refers to those individuals who were explicitly or directly treated as 

criminals by US authorities. This includes those who were verbally and physically abused, 

denied basic necessities, separated from their children, and were told by US authorities that they 

were committing a crime by entering the country or were referred to as “criminals.” For these 

individuals, there is a notion of resistance towards the label of criminal, as the treatment and 

punishment they are receiving does not seem to fit the “crime” of asking for asylum in another 

country. Ana, whose story introduced this thesis, reports that migrants in the United States are 

treated worse than violent criminals in her home country of Guatemala where they are allowed 

visitations from family members and given cell phones and cigarettes. Here in the United States, 

she has a difficult time contacting her daughter in a long-term detention facility and is unable to 

visit her. Ana explains, “Y nosotros no somos criminales, simplemente estamos quejando para 

tener un futuro mejor para darle lo mejor a nuestros hijos” (And we are not criminals, we are 

simply complaining to have a better future to give the best to our children).138 An important 

element that is missing from Ana’s resistance to the treatment and labeling of criminal is an 

understanding that as an asylum seeker, she and her daughters have not committed any crimes, 

and therefore should not be treated as criminals. Although Ana and her daughters were treated 

like criminals, she pushed back against the criminal label and continues to fight for asylum and 

the release of her daughter from long-term detention. It is no coincidence or mistake that Ana 

and her daughters were treated in this manner but their treatment is instead “rooted in the multi-

pronged system of laws at the federal, state, and local levels that promotes a climate of insecurity 

 

138 Ana, Interview. 
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and suffering among individual immigrants and their families.”139 Although Ana and her 

youngest daughter had been released from custody to await their asylum hearing, Ana suffers 

immensely from having been separated from her eldest daughter and from seeing her explicitly 

treated as a criminal. In this family’s situation we see the embedded nature of symbolic and 

structural violence in the law as described by Menjívar and Abrego. 

 

Implicit Criminalization 

For those who experience criminalization implicitly, they are often not directly criminalized by 

US authorities, but are instead subjected to treatment and have experiences that one would only 

expect a criminal to be exposed to. Although interviewees who fit in to this typology do not 

always explicitly state that they have been treated as a criminal, the relation of their experiences 

reflect criminalization by US authorities. Maria, a young woman from Guatemala who was eight 

months pregnant at the time of the interview, arrived at the US/Mexico border after traveling for 

10 days. After crossing over a short section of the border fence, Maria sat and waited to be 

apprehended by CBP. She was held in a hielera for three days before being taken to the hospital 

to check on the health of her baby. During her three-week stay in the hospital, Maria was never 

alone, with an agent present 24 hours per day. She reports being watched through the glass walls 

of the bathroom while using the restroom and bathing. Maria signed herself out of the hospital 

against the doctor’s advice because she could not stand being watched day and night.140 Maria is 

not the only pregnant woman who experienced hawk-like surveillance; Yvette, a young mother 

from Jalisco, MX went into labor while crossing the US/Mexico border with her husband and 

 

139 Menjívar and Abrego, 1387. 

140 Maria (pseudonym for protection), interview by Alyssa Dormer, Tucson, Arizona, July 12, 

2019. 
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their two daughters. Yvette was taken to the hospital where she gave birth to a baby who was one 

month pre-mature. Yvette, her daughters, and her newborn baby were kept in the hospital for a 

week, where they were watched at all times by an agent. Although neither Maria nor Yvette 

reported being explicitly told they were a criminal, the treatment they received from US agents 

are experiences that one would expect criminals to be exposed to, not someone who is legally 

seeking asylum. The discursive linking of asylum seekers with crime provide a context within 

which US authorities are made to feel justified in their actions that serve to criminalize migrants. 

Menjívar and Abrego argue “Unlike punitive laws that target the behavior of individuals, current 

immigration laws and their implementation target an entire class of people mostly with 

noncriminal social characteristics…that associate them with a particular immigration status.”141 

Following this logic, asylum seekers are not being criminalized because they have committed a 

crime, but instead due to their immigration status, whether perceived or actual. Because of this 

perception, US authorities are systematically treating asylum seekers as criminals. 

 

Normalization of Criminalization  

For some of the interviewees, their reaction to their experiences was to normalize the 

criminalization they faced while in US custody. In these instances, individuals often portrayed 

the treatment as being expected or acceptable, regardless of the fact that they may have been 

separated from their children, kept in frigid conditions, given inadequate food and water, or 

denied medical attention. Normalization of criminalization or suffering is not unique to asylum 

seekers but has become a common experience for many migrants, particularly those who utilize 

guides, or coyotes, on their journey north. In his discussion of the normalization of suffering for 

 

141 Menjívar and Abrego, 1388. 
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migrants in regard to their experiences with coyotes, David Spener argues that migrants come to 

terms with the suffering and violence they will face during their journey because it is merely an 

extension of their day to day suffering.142 For those who live in poverty and without access to 

basic resources, “the generalized situation of structural violence that constitutes their lived 

experiences can prepare migrants to ‘pardon’ all but the most egregious abuses committed 

against them.”143 Because the prospect of a better future exists, migrants understand that they are 

likely to suffer, or in the case of asylum seekers, are willing to “pardon” criminalization at the 

hands of US authorities. According to Mario, a Guatemalan man traveling with his teenage son, 

there was nothing to complain about when it came to how they were treated by US authorities, 

regardless of the fact that he and his son were separated for the duration of their time in custody, 

were not provided with water upon apprehension, and were not able to bathe. Many migrants 

report being separated from their children as a negative experience or indicative of mistreatment, 

however when a comment was made regarding how bad it was that they had been separated, 

Mario simply responded “Sí, pero no se puede hacer nada” (Yes, but nothing can be done).144 

Mario has normalized the criminalizing experiences that he and his son faced believing that 

nothing could be done in response to the treatment they received while in US custody. Revisiting 

to the quantitative experience data, one way in which we may understand the underreporting of 

maltreatment is through the normalization of criminalization. It is entirely possible that because 

some asylum seekers pardon maltreatment and begin to internalize the criminal label they are 

unlikely to voluntarily report that they were mistreated by US authorities. By criminalizing 

 

142 Spener, 227. 

143 Spener, 227. 

144 Mario (pseudonym for protection), interview by Alyssa Dormer, Tucson, Arizona, July 15, 

2019. 
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asylum seekers both discursively and in practice, US authorities create an environment in which 

asylum seekers may begin to view their actions as crimes and thereby themselves as criminals. 

 

Relativity of the Criminalization Experience 

The journey to the US/Mexico border is a long, difficult, and harrowing experience, one that is 

compounded with the violence and poverty that asylum seekers are trying to escape in their 

home countries. For these reasons, there appears to be a sense of relativity when it comes to the 

experience of criminalization: although they may be treated as criminals in the United States, this 

treatment is not nearly as bad as what they were facing at home or while on the journey north. 

Elmer, a Honduran man traveling with his teenage son, left his home in Honduras due to poverty 

and gang violence. Elmer and his son traveled for 30 days to reach the US/Mexico border, with 

much of their time spent riding la bestia, a freight train system fraught with danger used by 

migrants to traverse the length of Mexico. Elmer reports suffering on the journey north, not 

eating for days at a time and having a negative encounter with Mexican officials. Despite the fact 

that he and his son were kept in an overcrowded room in the hielera and he was forced to sign 

documents in English that he did not understand, Elmer describes the treatment he received from 

US officials as good.145 . Compared to the hardships faced on their journey to the border, the 

treatment experienced while in US custody was good, leaving Elmer with nothing to complain 

about. Again, returning to the quantitative maltreatment data, relativity of the criminalization 

experience typology might provide some insight as to the underreporting of maltreatment while 

in US custody. For those who are fleeing violence and poverty in their home communities or 

 

145 Elmer (pseudonym for protection), interview by Alyssa Dormer, Tucson, Arizona, July 5, 

2019. 
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who had difficult journeys north, they may view the treatment by US authorities as relatively 

acceptable when compared to prior experiences. If an asylum seeker does not view their 

experience as remarkable or excessively negative, they are unlikely to report the treatment as bad 

or not good when broadly prompted. Accounts provided by interviewees appear to minimize the 

negative aspects of how they were treated by US authorities because it often pales in comparison 

to their lived experiences in their home countries and while in transit through Mexico, causing 

them to endure maltreatment at the hands of US authorities. 

 As noted earlier, these typologies are not mutually exclusive and in many cases the 

interviewees conveyed experiences that can be explained by more than one typology. The 

experiences of Wilmer illustrate the fluidity of these typologies and the complicated ways in 

which internalization of criminalization manifests itself based on lived experiences. Wilmer 

traveled for 10 days with his wife and youngest daughter to reach the US/Mexico border. During 

their journey through Mexico, Wilmer and his family had negative encounters with Mexican 

police who treated them as less than human, recalling “Y que nos miraba como carne y como 

eran perros...No les importa el concepto humano, no les importa el ser humano mismo. ¿Solo nos 

ven como una mercancía que si tienes algo de valor te lo quitan si no? bueno, puedes pagar 

incluso con tu vida” (And he looked at us like meat and they were dogs…They don’t care about 

the human concept, they don’t care about the human being himself. They only see us as a 

commodity, that if you have something of value they take it away from you, if not? well, you can 

even pay with your life).146 Wilmer’s experiences both in his home country of Honduras and in 

Mexico set the bar fairly low as to what acceptable treatment by US authorities could look like. 

While in the hielera, Wilmer was separated from his wife and daughter, about which he 

 

146 Wilmer, Interview. 
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expresses no indignation. Although he reports being treated well while in custody, he does 

express dismay at the fact that they were not allowed to shower, complaining of the smell of 

unwashed bodies filling the room, but normalizes this inability stating “pero soy un inmigrante… 

ilegal. No puedo pedir gustos.” (But I am an immigrant…illegal. I cannot ask for comforts).147 

Because Wilmer has internalized the notion that he is a criminal or has entered the US illegally, 

he believes that he does not have the right to a shower, an act that would provide a sense of 

dignity to migrants. However, in some instances Wilmer pushes back against criminalization, 

resisting criminalizing tropes used by Donald Trump by stating “Lo comparan igual a que el 

inmigrante el migrante como dijo alguien por allí, es un violador o asesino, y no es así. No 

somos asesinos, no somos violadores” (They compare it just like the immigrant, the migrant, as 

someone said there, is a rapist or murderer, and it is not so. We are not murderers, we are not 

rapists).148 Due to the implicit criminalization that Wilmer and his family faced at the hands of 

US authorities and discursive criminalization such as that expressed by Donald Trump, he is 

adamant about proving that he is not a criminal, offering examples of why he is asking for 

asylum and should not be criminalized, “Yo vengo pidiendo asilo y voy a demonstrar que yo era 

un hombre comerciante productivo a la sociedad y que tengo mucho que dar en esta vida… 

nunca he tenido problemas con la de ninguna índole jamás en mi vida me han detenido por 

ningún motivo ni por escándalo callejero ni por andar en borrachera ni por ni por golpearme con 

nadie, nunca nunca” (I have been asking for asylum and I am going to demonstrate that I was a 

productive business man for society and that I have a lot to give in this life…I have never had 

problems with any kind ever in my life, I have never been arrested for no reason or for street 

 

147 Wilmer, Interview. 

148 Wilmer, Interview. 
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scandal or for drunkenness nor for hitting anyone, never ever).149 Although not every interviewee 

showed the same degree of overlap in typologies, Wilmer’s experiences provide a strong 

example of the fluidity between typologies and help to reflect the complexity of the asylum 

process and the ways in which asylum seekers interpret their treatment by US officials. 

  

 

149 Wilmer, Interview. 
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CONCLUSION 

When we talk about the criminalization of asylum seekers we are not simply referring to 

criminalizing policies and discourse, but to the lived experiences of asylum seekers. By 

examining these experiences through the lens of legal violence it is evident that although asylum 

seekers have the legal right to seek refuge in the United States, they are being systematically 

criminalized outside of the bounds of the law. Criminalization of asylum seekers comes in many 

forms – media representations, verbal and physical abuse, separation of families, etc. – and the 

experiences of criminalization are interpreted in various ways. In their framing of legal violence, 

Menjívar and Abrego focus primarily on migrants with precarious legal statuses, however I argue 

that their theory can be expanded to include asylum seekers. This research builds upon the 

concept of legal violence by expanding on the interaction of the law, structural, and symbolic 

violence to include instances in which asylum seekers are acting within the bounds of the law but 

are being treated as though they have committed a criminal act. US authorities such as CBP and 

ICE use their position of power to enact violence against asylum seekers based on the misguided 

and misinformed notion that these individuals have broken the law. Instead of respecting 

domestic and international law in regard to the rights of asylum seekers, US authorities have 

taken to discursively criminalizing asylum seekers. Is the criminalization narrative intended as a 

deterrence mechanism or is it an extension of racist immigration policies that attempt to exclude 

those from Latin America? 

 In order to more deeply understand the criminalization of asylum seekers we must 

consider their lived experiences in conjunction with the political time and space in which they 

are seeking refuge. With the persistent negative discourse surrounding asylum seeking in the 

United States, the criminalization of asylum seekers has become accepted and commonplace. 
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Through the analysis of quantitative intake form data acquired from Casa Alitas and qualitative 

interview data, it has become clear that asylum seekers are routinely criminalized by US 

authorities during the asylum process. The reaction to and understanding of this criminalization 

varies, with some asylum seekers recognizing the explicit criminalization they are subject to, 

while others understand the treatment they receive as being that which is typically only doled out 

to criminals, or rather a form of implicit criminalization. Others normalize the criminalization by 

internalizing the criminal label and pardoning the negative treatment by CBP and ICE. Finally, 

for many asylum seekers the criminalization they experience at the hands of US authorities pales 

in comparison to the violent conditions they experience in their home countries and on their 

journey north. While these typologies attempt to categorize asylum seeker’s understanding of 

their criminalizing experiences, it must be recognized that they are fluid and dynamic.  

 This study is not without limitations, as the research site itself likely had a large impact 

on interviewee responses. As noted earlier, this research was conducted while Casa Alitas 

migrant shelter was based in a Benedictine Monastery in central Tucson, a space that emanated 

acceptance, community, and hope. Subsequent to the completion of this research Casa Alitas 

moved their operations to a new facility due to building development that made the monastery an 

untenable location. Casa Alitas now operates out of a repurposed building housed within 

Tucson’s juvenile detention facility. The move came with harsh criticism from the Tucson 

community, but ultimately was supported by the local government and many volunteers. Casa 

Alitas has worked diligently to create a welcoming space for asylum seekers, though visual 

markers of the buildings former use as a detention facility remain. Due to the precarious position 

that asylum seekers find themselves in after being released from US custody, it is likely that the 

Casa Alitas’ new venue would affect the findings and people’s experience with criminalization if 
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this study were to be conducted at the juvenile detention center location. Based on my 

experiences interviewing asylum seekers at Casa Alitas’ monastery location, I believe that much 

of the comfort and security that individuals felt in that space was due to the hard work of the 

volunteers, however I would be remiss to disregard the influence of the building itself on asylum 

seekers’ perception of their criminalization experiences. A visual reminder of their recent time 

spent in US custody would likely alter interviewee responses and the way in which they 

internalize and process their experiences of criminalization, potentially leading to further 

underreporting of maltreatment. 

Further, this study exhibits potential selection bias, as the interviewees themselves almost 

certainly do not provide a truly representative sample of asylum seekers. Due to the complicated 

nature of the asylum system in the United States there are several paths that an individual might 

take on their way to asylum. With the now widespread implementation of the MPP, the sample 

from which this data is derived likely represents a small subsect of asylum seekers, as many are 

being sent back to remain in Mexico. Several factors determine whether or not an asylum seeker 

will be released into the United States while they await their asylum hearing, some of which 

include their gender and sexual identity, whether or not they are traveling with children, and if 

they will more likely than not face torture if required to remain in Mexico. Although these 

factors are to be taken into consideration, the decision of whether or not to release an asylum 

seeker is made on an individual, case-by-case basis by US agents. The asylum seekers 

interviewed at Casa Alitas were almost exclusively traveling with children, save two individuals 

who were traveling alone, likely indicating that traveling with children was a factor considered 

by US authorities. Because not all asylum seekers travel with children or have the same asylum 

claims, we must take caution in making generalizations about the asylum experience, as this 
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study only captures a snapshot of asylum seekers who received services at Casa Alitas over a 

nine-month period.  

If we, as researchers, intend to understand the criminalization of asylum seekers we must 

dedicate significant time and resources to documenting their lived experiences and the way in 

which they interpret the treatment they receive. By gaining this insight and better understanding 

the trends in asylum seeking we may begin to provide more tailored, efficient services for not 

only the asylum seekers who are released into the United States, but for those who are forced to 

remain in Mexico. Without moving beyond the divisive discourse surrounding asylum seeking, 

those individuals who seek refuge from violence and poverty will continue to suffer at the hands 

of exclusionary US policy.  
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Appendix A. Interview Schedule 

 

Demographic Information:  

Age; Sex; Nationality; Primary language spoken 

When did you arrive at the border?  

Were you apprehended after crossing the border? 

Tell me about where you crossed the border 

Port of entry? Crossing region? City? 

Can you tell me about your experience crossing at this location? 

Did you turn yourself in?  

 Tell me about where you turned yourself in and who you turned yourself in to.  

 Can you tell me about your experience of turning yourself in? 

When you turned yourself in, how were you treated by authorities? 

 How did they speak to you? 

 What language did they speak to you in? 

 Were you able to understand what they were saying to you? 

Did you travel with anyone? 

 Can you tell me about who you traveled with? (Family, friends, etc.) 

 Did you get separated during the journey? 

 Were you separated by US authorities? 

 How long were you separated for? 

 Have you been reunited? 

Can you tell me about where you were taken after you were apprehended/turned yourself 

in? 

 How long were you kept there? 

 How were you treated while you were there? 

 Were you moved to another location? 

 Did they tell you where you were going? 

Can you talk about any health problems that you experienced during your journey to the 

border? 

 Where did the health problem occur? 

 What happened? 

 How severe was the health problem? 

 Did you receive any help/medical care? 

 If so, what was the medical care like? 

Can you tell me about any interactions you had with Mexican authorities before crossing? 

What were your experiences with them? 

How did they treat you? 

Can you talk about any health problems that you experienced after crossing the border? 

(In the US) 

Where did the health problem occur? 

 What happened? 

 How severe was the health problem? 

 Did you receive any help/medical care? 

If so, what was the medical care like? 

Who provided the help/medical care? 
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Can you talk about any health problems that you experienced after being apprehended by 

US officials OR turning yourself in? 

Where did the health problem occur? 

 What happened? 

 How severe was the health problem? 

 Did you request help? 

 Were you offered help? 

 Did you receive any help/medical care? 

If so, what was the medical care like? 

 Who provided the help/medical care? 

Can you talk about any health problems that you experienced while in detention/holding? 

Where did the health problem occur? 

 What happened? 

 How severe was the health problem? 

Did you request help? 

 Were you offered help? 

 Did you receive any help/medical care? 

 If so, what was the medical care like? 

Who provided the help/medical care? 

Can you tell me about how you were treated in detention/holding?  

Did this treatment have an impact on your health? 

Did you experience any injuries inflicted by another person? 

Were you injured by a US official or by another migrant? 

What happened?  

How severe was the injury? 

Did you request help? 

 Were you offered help? 

 Did you receive any help/medical care? 

  Who administered the medical attention? (Physician, nurse, guard, unknown?) 

  What was the medical care like? 

If you were to be in detention again, would you ask for medical care? 

Can you explain what would or wouldn’t cause you to ask for care? 

How severe would your health problem have to be? 

Overall, how do you feel you were treated by US authorities? 

What kinds of language did they use to speak to you? 

 What kind of things did they say to you? 

 Did they speak to you in English or Spanish? 

 Did you understand what they said to you? 

 What kind of things did they say to you? 

 Did you have any physical interactions with US authorities? 

Have you or had you heard about other people’s experiences before crossing? 

Did these stories affect whether or not you wanted to cross? 

 In what ways did they affect you? 

  



Dormer 

 

81 

Appendix B. Synopses of Interviewee Demographics and Experiences 

 

Case 1: Raul 

Gender: Male 

Country of Origin: Guatemala 

Raul and his teenage son came from Chiquimuna, Guatemala City, Guatemala, traveling for 

nearly two weeks before reaching the US/Mexico border. They traveled alone and report 

crossing in Agua Prieta. They were held in US custody for one night, sharing a room with two 

other migrants. They had a short experience with CBP who apprehended them at 11pm and 

released them around 2pm the next day. While in the hielera, Raul was told that if he needed 

medical attention he could ask for it, however all he experienced was nervousness, for which he 

took a pill. He did not ask for asylum while in US custody because he was told that if he did his  

stay in US custody would be extended, however he does plan to ask for asylum. Raul reports not 

wanting to return to Guatemala for fear that his teenage son will be killed or kidnapped due to 

narcotrafficking in the country. He tells us that in Guatemala you will receive a phone call or 

message from narcotraffickers or those imitating them that says “me depositas tal dinero en un 

banco, y si no te vas a arrepentir, yo voy a secuestrar tu hijo.” He reports that this occurs 

throughout Central America and Mexico. While traveling, in order to avoid being robbed he hid 

his money in an old juice box that looked like garbage. Raul reports that in Mexico the 

borderlands are controlled by the cartels, whose permission you need to cross; without their 

permission they will extort or kill you. Overall their trip through Mexico went well with only a 

few scary moments. For instance, Raul and his son got a ride from a person who was on drugs 

and drinking beer while driving, swerving all over the road, which he eventually drove off the 

side of. The man was detained and that is the moment in which Raul and his son were 

apprehended by immigration. Raul repeated stories of danger in Guatemala, noting the 

corruption in the Guatemalan police force and that with a bit of money, people are able to get 

away with murder and selling drugs. Raúl states “La autoridad no es correcta, es corrupta, no hay 

justiciar…por eso se vienen.” 

 

Case 2: Ana 

Gender: Female 

Country of Origin: Guatemala 

Ana and her two daughters, ages 18 and 10, came from Guatemala, traveling for 20 days before 

reaching the US/Mexico border. Ana and her children were receiving threats of violence due in 

part to the fact that she and her family are indigenous, and perhaps more importantly because her 

son had witnessed and testified in a murder case, resulting in the family of the accused issuing 

violent threats to Ana and her children. Ana’s travel from Guatemala through Mexico was long, 

traumatic, and exhausting, with most days spent walking without recognition as to whether it was 

day or night or where on her journey she might be. After reaching the US/Mexico border, Ana, 

her daughters, and several other migrants who they had been traveling with surrendered to US 

authorities. Ana and her daughters had become sick during their journey, experiencing vomiting 

and diarrhea likely from lack of food and water and prolonged heat exposure, however they did 

not receive medical attention until they arrived at Casa Alitas. While in US custody other 

migrants warned Ana not to ask for medical attention because she would be held for longer, not 

given food, and receive poor treatment. Ana and her daughters were taken to a hielera and held 

there for two and a half days. While in custody they were given only burritos, cookies, juice, and 
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water, which one of Ana’s daughters refused to eat or drink. Ana and her children were able to 

remain together during their time in the hielera and were told that they would be released 

together, however immediately before they were to be transferred out of US custody Ana’s 

oldest daughter was taken from her and sent to a long-term detention facility while Ana and her 

younger daughter were released to Casa Alitas. Ana reports that her daughter is now being 

treated like a criminal in the long-term detention facility, though in her eyes she is just a child. 

She states that migrants in the United States are treated worse than violent criminals in her home 

country of Guatemala where they are allowed visitations from family members and given cell 

phones and cigarettes. Here in the United States, she has a difficult time contacting her daughter 

in a long-term detention facility and is unable to visit her. Ana explains, “Y nosotros no somos 

criminales, simplemente estamos quejando para tener un futuro mejor para darle lo mejor a 

nuestros hijos.” At the time of the interview, Ana had not been able to maintain contact with her 

daughter in the long-term detention facility and was desperately attempting to find assistance, 

legal or otherwise, to be reunited with her daughter. 

 

Case 3: Belén 

Gender: Female 

Country of Origin: Unknown 

Belén reports that travel to the US/Mexico border was hard and caused her a lot of pain. During 

her trip people were sleeping on the ground and in the rain, resulting in many people having 

colds, rashes and welts. She relates that once she reached the US/Mexico border she crossed the 

“Rio Bravo” and was apprehended by US authorities while still wet from crossing. When she 

was taken into custody her clothes were soaking wet and cold. She was not offered any medical 

attention while in US custody and did not receive aid until she arrived at Casa Alitas. However, 

she reports having nothing bad to say about her time in US custody because she received food, 

water, and a place to sleep. 

 

Case 4: Camila 

Gender: Female 

Country of Origin: Guatemala 

Camila and her son came from Guatemala, traveling for 21 days before reaching the US/Mexico 

border. They traveled in a group with four other people, crossing “El Rio” into the United States 

where they were apprehended by US authorities. After apprehension they were taken to a 

holding facility where they were disinfected. They spent four days in the hielera, which Camila 

reports was “Con helador por los pollos,” like a freezer for chickens. They were given burritos, 

cookies and juice. Camila had a headache but was not offered medical attention, however agents 

did offer aid to her son, giving him some pills. The agents only spoke to them in English and she 

was told to sign papers that were in English without anyone explaining to her what they meant. 

Camila relates that she was separated from her son for the last eight hours that they were in 

holding without being informed as to why they were being separated. She could hear her son 

crying in the next room. Overall, Camila felt that they were treated badly and unjustly, stating 

that they were treated as animals, “Pero somos humanos.” 

 

Case 5: Beatriz 

Gender: Female 

Country of Origin: Honduras 
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Beatriz and her daughter came from a small town in Honduras, traveling for 14 days before 

reaching the US/Mexico border. They crossed in Ciudad Juarez and were walking when 

immigration apprehended them. The agents made them take off their shoe laces, made Beatriz 

throw her hat in the garbage, and made the girl take off one of her layers of clothing. They told 

Beatriz that she needed to turn everything in except some papers. While in US custody, Beatriz 

and her daughter were shuttled by bus to three different hieleras. The transfers between sites 

were irregular, with one transfer occurring at 3am. They were kept in very cold rooms where 

they were unable to sleep because they were only given mylar blankets. In one hielera they were 

given mats, in the others they slept on the bare floor. Agents spoke to her in Spanish but did not 

explain what the documents were that she was signing for herself and her daughter. Beatriz does 

not read well (especially in English) and says “solamente Dios sabe lo que estaba firmando.” 

They were given juice and cookies and on only one occasion were they given burritos, which 

they could not stomach. Beatriz asked for water and hydration fluid and they obliged. 

Immigration did not offer Beatriz or her daughter medical attention and they were not told they 

could ask for a doctor, despite the fact that Beatriz had a persistent cough. The person who was 

attending to her paperwork heard she was coughing and said, “Señora, tapese la boca.” They 

gave her a mask to wear, but they didn’t take her to a doctor. Her daughter had a bad headache, 

for which she was offered no treatment. Beatriz reports that US authorities treated them “mas o 

menos” because she feared that they would deport her immediately but instead they spoke to her 

in Spanish and did not speak to her in a mean way. 

 

Case 6: Alma 

Gender: Female 

Country of Origin: Guatemala 

Alma is a single mother and came from Guatemala with her daughter, traveling for a month and 

a half before reaching the US/Mexico border. Alma and her daughter traveled with Yesica, 

another woman interviewed for this project. Alma left Guatemala because she and her father, 

who was supporting her daughter’s studies in school, could no longer find work in the campo 

(day labor on farms). Alma’s mother lives in Los Angeles and wants to help her granddaughter 

continue her studies. Alma also reports leaving due to violence, stating “La niña me la querían 

violar.” The gangs wanted to rape her daughter, another factor in why her daughter wanted to 

come with her to the US. Alma’s 7-year-old son stayed behind with his grandfather. Alma, her 

daughter, Yesica, and Yesica’s son traveled through Mexico to reach the US, working in markets 

and in homes on their way north. She reports crossing in “Sonorita,” where she did not travel 

with a guide. Alma, Yesica and their two children got a ride from a man who gave them each $5 

and told them to sit by the wall. They were unsure as to which side of the border they were on 

and were apprehended by CBP while sitting by the wall. Alma says that immigration officers 

treated them well, giving them burritos, water, and juice. The agents did not offer medical aid to 

Alma, but only offered medical aid to the children. In regard to how they were treated in US 

custody, Alma states “Nos trataron bien porque decian que hay inmigraciones que son muy 

malos que gritan a uno y todo pero, gracias a dios, a nosotras no, no hicieron nada, todo fue un 

exito.” Agents spoke to them in Spanish and explained the information on the papers they were 

to sign. 

 

Case 7: Yesica 

Gender: Female 
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Country of Origin: Guatemala 

Yesica is a single mother from Guatemala who traveled with her son. They traveled for a month 

and a half (along with Beatriz) before reaching the US/Mexico border. Yesica left Guatemala 

due to gang violence, and also notes that gangs like MS13 were attempting to recruit her son. 

Yesica has two other children whom she left with her sister. When they were apprehended by US 

authorities Yesica’s son had a rash and was taken to the hospital where he was given medicine. 

Yesica reports that the agents stayed with them at all times while in the hospital, ‘vigilando, no 

nos dejaron solitas.” Overall, both Yesica and Alma report being happy with the food they were 

given and understood the date and location of their court hearings.  

[See Alma’s synopsis for a more detailed account of their shared journey from Guatemala to the 

US/Mexico border]. 

 

Case 8: Celia 

Gender: Female 

Country of Origin: Honduras 

Celia and her son came from Honduras, traveling for nearly two weeks before reaching the 

US/Mexico border. She is unsure as to where they crossed the border, however while crossing 

she fell and suffered large scrapes on her arms and legs. After being apprehended they spent two 

days in a hielera where they were given blankets, burritos, cookies, and juice. Celia reports that 

they were treated well while in US custody, however she was not offered or given medical 

attention even though she was bleeding and swollen from her fall. US agents did offer medical 

attention to her son, giving him a quick examination. Celia and her son were not separated during 

their time in custody. Agents did not explain the documents to her before having her sign, though 

after she signed they informed her of her court date. 

 

Case 9: Adriana 

Gender: Female 

Country of Origin: Guatemala 

Adriana and her 7-year-old daughter came from Guatemala, traveling for 20 days before 

reaching the US/Mexico border. They left their community for economic reasons, stating that she 

did not have a house. Tearing up, Adriana says she left her three-year-old behind, coming to the 

United States to find a home and work. The trip from Guatemala was extremely difficult; they 

slept on the ground when they could and ate very little, “cuando había comida, comíamos, y 

cuando no, no.” She recounts many times she and her daughter were afraid on the trip. At one 

point in Mexico, running from federales, she and her daughter (and the group they were in) all 

ran into the desert and the girl got a cactus spine in her foot. Adriana begins to cry as she recalls 

telling her daughter to run while her daughter said she couldn’t go on any longer. They ran and 

finally arrived to where they needed to be to cross the border, but they were very thirsty because 

they didn’t have any water. The guide for her group tried to violate her and force her and her 

daughter to stay with him. She was traveling with another woman but lied and told the guide that 

she was with her husband in order to stay safe. In the last house they stayed in before crossing, 

the owner of the house woke her up early and tried to take her away. On the journey, she traveled 

with a Salvadoran woman and they agreed care for each other and remain together for safety. 

Adriana and her daughter experienced extreme temperatures, reporting that in Puebla, MX she 

saw a three-year-old boy who was traveling with his father shaking a foaming at the mouth and 

likely had hypothermia. Six hours after crossing the border from Zacatecas into the United 
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States, Adriana and her daughter were apprehended by CBP. Over the next three days they were 

transferred between five different hieleras, some of which they only spent two to three hours in, 

and others where they spent the night. While in the hielera they were given nothing but a mylar 

blanket for warmth, and one night Adriana gave her sweater to her daughter because she was 

afraid of what would happen to her from being so cold. In the early mornings the agents would 

yell at them to wake up, an action that Adriana felt was sad because of all that the people had 

been through. They were given food and water and were offered medical attention, however 

when agents were told that Adriana’s daughter had a fever and sore throat they did nothing to 

help her. Adriana and her daughter were not separated, but Adriana reports not sleeping for fear 

that something would happen to her daughter. The number of people in the hieleras varied: in 

one there were five women and children, in another, 25 people men, women, and children 

sleeping on mats on the floor in a small room. They were not allowed to bathe, and by the time 

they reached Casa Alitas they had gone five days without a shower. US authorities mostly spoke 

in English and did not explain the paperwork that she was signing, so when she was being taken 

to Casa Alitas she wasn’t sure whether or not she was being deported. Overall, Adriana describes 

the experiences as “humiliante,” humiliating.  

 

Case 10: Rafael 

Gender: Male 

Country of Origin: Guatemala 

Rafael and his daughter came from Guatemala, traveling for a month and a half before reaching 

the US/Mexico border. Their journey was a long and difficult one, beginning with having to 

cross the Guatemala/Mexico border twice. During their first crossing they were detained for 20 

days in Veracruz by “inmigración falsa.” Upon their release they were deported back to 

Guatemala. On their second crossing into Mexico, when they reached Jalisco, MX they were 

abducted by the cartels. They were held for three days and three nights with approximately 20 

other people. At times they were forced to remain in a crouched position with their hands on 

their head and guns pointed at them. The cartels demanded 300,000 pesos from their family in 

order to be released. After being released they resumed their trek to the US/Mexico border, 

where they crossed in Sonora. Rafael reports crossing in the desert and the sun being very strong. 

They were apprehended by US authorities and held in a hielera for two and a half days. While in 

US custody they were given cookies, juice, and burritos, however the burritos were too spicy and 

hurt their stomachs, leaving them with nothing to eat by cookies. Fortunately, Rafael and his 

daughter were not separated during this time. Rafael noticed blood in his urine and informed the 

agents, however when they told him that if they took him to the hospital he would be separated 

from his daughter he chose not to go. He reports being spoken to in Spanish and that agents 

explained the forms to him that he was to sign. Rafael requested that the interview not be 

recorded as he feared retribution from the cartels that had kidnapped him in Jalisco for speaking 

about his experiences. 

 

Case 11: Elmer 

Gender: Male 

Country of Origin: Honduras 

Elmer and his teenage son came from Honduras, traveling for 30 days before reaching the 

US/Mexico border. They left Honduras due to poverty, lack of jobs, and gang violence. For 

much of their journey they traveled on la bestia where they suffered greatly, not eating for days 
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at a time. Elmer relates having a negative encounter with Mexican officials where he feared they 

would deport him back to Honduras, but in the end they let him go. He reports crossing the 

border in Caborca and being quickly apprehended by US authorities. They spent two days and 

one night in a crowded hielera where they were given soap, toothpaste, water, cookies, juice, and 

burritos, but were not allowed to shower. Elmer and his son were offered medical attention, but 

they were not sick. The agents spoke to them in Spanish, however the documents he signed were 

in English and he was unable to understand what they said. Overall, Elmer describes the 

treatment he received from US officials as good.  

 

Case 12: Laura 

Gender: Female 

Country of Origin: Honduras 

Laura and her young son came from Honduras, traveling for four months before reaching the 

US/Mexico border. Laura reports leaving Honduras because she is a single mother that wants a 

better life for her son, and also due to increasing levels of gang violence. Their trip through 

Mexico to the US/Mexico border was very difficult. Because Laura did not have any money, she 

worked her way through Mexico by helping vendors in various markets in order to feed her son. 

Laura and her son, without the help of a guide, crossed the border in Sonora, MX at four in the 

afternoon. They were apprehended immediately after crossing and were taken to a room that she 

described as being hot. They were given burritos to eat and water. Laura suffered from pain in 

her collar bone and shoulder and was taken to the hospital while in US custody. The agent who 

helped her with her paperwork did not speak Spanish but told her that by signing the documents 

she was requesting asylum and when she went to court the judge would decide whether or not 

she would get asylum. Overall, she reports being treated well while in US custody, stating “Yo le 

doy gracias a Dios porque hay gente que existe que tratan mal, pero no a mi. Gracias a Dios me 

aprehendieron super bien. Sí.” 

 

Case 13: Esteban 

Gender: Male 

Country of Origin: El Salvador 

Esteban came from El Salvador, riding la bestia through Mexico and eventually crossing the 

US/Mexico border in Nogales. Esteban formerly lived in Los Angeles and was deported a few 

years ago. He left El Salvador because of threats to his life, believing that his family had turned 

him in to the gangs. He had been a victim of gang violence several times in the past and 

witnessed the murder of his cousin by the gangs. Esteban did not have money for a coyote and 

did not trust them, so he made the journey on his own. In order to avoid detection on the train, 

every time it would slow down he would jump off and run into the foothills or into a field. 

Trucks would pull up to the train and force everyone off, then ask each person if they had family 

in the US. Esteban relates that if you have family in the US you will be kidnapped and made to 

call your family to send anywhere between 5,000-15,000 dollars; if your family does not send 

the money, they send your family “videos.” If you do not have family in the US, they kill you. 

When asked about his time in long-term detention prior to being deported, he reports that 

because they are migrants not criminals they are treated well in detention. 

 

Case 14: Juanita 

Gender: Female 
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Country of Origin: Honduras 

Juanita and her daughter came from Honduras, traveling for about three weeks before reaching 

the US/Mexico border. When asked why she left Honduras, she replied simply with “Problemas, 

nada más.” She and her daughter were apprehended while walking in the desert early in the 

morning but is unsure as to where they crossed. When they were apprehended they were given 

water and taken to a hielera where they spent about five hours before being taken to Casa Alitas. 

Because they were in custody for such a short period of time, they were not given any food. 

Juanita was not separated from her daughter and they were both offered medical attention but did 

not take it because they were not sick. US authorities explained the documents to her, explaining 

that the documents gave her permission to be in the country. Overall, Juanita reports having been 

treated well while in US custody. 

 

Case 15: Xavier 

Gender: Male 

Country of Origin: Mexico 

Xavier is from Nogales, MX. He was detained in Florence for seven months, then met a lawyer 

through the court who brought him to Casa Alitas where he remained for several weeks waiting 

for his court dates. Xavier crossed alone through the desert and is asking for political asylum 

because it is too dangerous for him to remain in Mexico. He says, “La vida trata bien mal a uno.” 

When asked about his time in long-term detention in Florence, he says that they treat people well 

because they give them food, speak to them in Spanish, and don’t say rude things to the 

detainees. He relates that in Florence, they take everyone to a hospital for an exam, but he had no 

medical issues (though he was shaking and slurring his words through the interview).   

 

Case 16: Yvette 

Gender: Female 

Country of Origin: Mexico 

Yvette, her husband, their two daughters, and newborn son are from Jaliso, MX. They left Jalisco 

because there were shootouts in the streets and children were being kidnapped on their way to 

and from school. For this reason, Yvette would no longer let her children go to school. Yvette 

was about eight months pregnant at the time of their journey to the border. She had gone to the 

hospital in Jalisco due to complications with her pregnancy and was there for a week. The 

doctors advised her not to leave for the United States because her complications would likely 

become worse, but there was a shootout outside of the hospital, so she decided to leave. As 

Yvette and her family were crossing the border she began to have contractions and started going 

in to labor. When the family was apprehended by US authorities, Yvette and her daughters were 

taken to the hospital and her husband was detained. He had previously lived in the US and had 

spent about three years in long-term immigration detention before being deported. Yvette’s baby 

was born at the hospital about one month pre-mature, only weighing four pounds. Yvette and her 

children were kept in the hospital for a week before being released to Casa Alitas. While in the 

hospital Yvette and her children were constantly watched by US authorities, however at no point 

was she handcuffed. At the time of the interview Yvette was still attempting to contact her 

husband in the detention facility. She did not understand why he was being detained when in her 

view he had already paid his time. 

 

Case 17: Maria 
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Gender: Female 

Country of Origin: Guatemala 

Maria and her unborn baby came from Guatemala, traveling for 10 days before reaching the 

US/Mexico border. Maria was eight months pregnant at the time of the interview and had left her 

other daughter in Guatemala. When asked why she left Guatemala, she said that it was because 

she is a single mother and it is hard to find work. Maria reports crossing the border in Sonoyta, 

where she sat and waited to be apprehended by CBP. She was held in a hielera for three days, in 

two different locations, before being taken to the hospital to check on the health of her baby. 

While she was in the hielera she only consumed water and juice, as they were served burritos for 

breakfast, lunch, and dinner which she could not stomach. She was offered medical attention 

which she at first denied because she thought that she would not remain in custody for long. 

After three days in the hielera she asked to be taken to the hospital. During her three-week stay 

in the hospital, Maria was never alone, with an agent present 24 hours per day. She reports being 

watched through the glass walls of the bathroom while using the restroom and bathing. Maria 

signed herself out of the hospital against the doctor’s advice because she could not stand being 

watched day and night. After leaving the hospital she was taken back to the hielera in order to 

sign paperwork and receive her court date. She reports that in the final holding facility there were 

about 20 people crammed into a small room, with some people having to stand in the bathroom. 

She was then driven to Casa Alitas, which she relates was only about a 10-minute drive. When 

asked about the treatment she received while in US custody, she replied “Ni bien, ni mal.” 

 

Case 18: Mario 

Gender: Male 

Country of Origin: Guatemala 

Mario and his teenage son came from Guatemala, traveling for approximately one month before 

reaching the US/Mexico border. When asked why they decided to leave their home, Mario 

relates that the economy is bad, and he owes a debt that he cannot pay with the conditions the 

way they are in Guatemala. He also states that there is a lot of gang violence. Mario and his son 

crossed the border in Altar, Sonora where they walked on the road and waited to be picked up by 

US authorities. When they were apprehended they removed their shoelaces and were not offered 

any water or food. Once in the hielera, where they would spend two days, they were given food, 

water, a mat to sleep on, and soap but were not able to shower. They were offered medical 

attention but did not accept because they were not sick or injured. Mario and his son were 

separated for the entire time that they were detained but were eventually released together. When 

the translator remarked that it was sad that he had been separated from his son, he replied “Sí, 

pero no se puede hacer nada.” Mario reports that they were spoken to in Spanish and that the 

only element of the document he signed that was explained to him was the time and location of 

his court date. When asked how they were treated while in US custody, he reports that they were 

treated well and that he had no complaints. 

 

Case 19: Wilmer 

Gender: Male 

Country of Origin: Honduras 

Wilmer, his wife and his daughter came from Honduras, traveling for 10 days before reaching 

the US/Mexico border. Wilmer was a small business owner in Honduras whose livelihood was 

increasingly encroached on by gang activity. Due to the high levels of gang violence he decided 
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that it was best to leave his community and migrate to the US, leaving one college age daughter 

behind. During their journey through Mexico, Wilmer and his family had negative encounters 

with Mexican police who treated them as less than human, recalling “Y que nos miraba como 

carne y como eran perros...No les importa el concepto humano, no les importa el ser humano 

mismo. ¿Solo nos ven como una mercancía que si tienes algo de valor te lo quitan si no? bueno, 

puedes pagar incluso con tu vida.” After their encounter with Mexican police, Wilmer and this 

family made it to the US/Mexico border where they crossed through the desert near Ajo, AZ. Not 

understanding the extreme heat during this time of year, they walked for several hours through 

the desert at four in the afternoon without water. They were apprehended in the desert and taken 

to a hielera where Wilmer was separated from his wife and daughter. Wilmer was held in a room 

with other men, which he relates had a terrible stench because of all of the people who had been 

traveling for days or weeks. Although Wilmer wished that they could have access to a shower, he 

states “pero soy un inmigrante… ilegal. No puedo pedir gustos.” While in US custody they were 

offered medical aid, however they did not accept it despite their sore throats and coughs. Wilmer 

expressed his dismay about having to leave his home and the fact that he intends to continue to 

contribute to society stating “Yo vengo pidiendo asilo y voy a demonstrar que yo era un hombre 

comerciante productivo a la sociedad y que tengo mucho que dar en esta vida… nunca he tenido 

problemas con la de ninguna índole jamás en mi vida me han detenido por ningún motivo ni por 

escándalo callejero ni por andar en borrachera ni por ni por golpearme con nadie, nunca nunca.” 

Further, he resists the criminal label placed upon migrants and asylum seekers by responding to a 

comment made by Donald Trump: “Lo comparan igual a que el inmigrante el migrante como 

dijo alguien por allí, es un violador o asesino, y no es así. No somos asesinos, no somos 

violadores.” Although he and his family were criminalized by US authorities, Wilmer still 

reports that they were treated in a “standard” way that was not necessarily bad considering the 

circumstances. Wilmer continues to fear the reach of violence and gang influence in his home 

community. 
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Appendix C. Definitions and Descriptions of Typologies with Example Cases 

 

Typology 

 

Definition and Description Example Cases 

 

Explicit Criminalization 

 

Direct treatment of asylum seekers as 

criminals. This includes, but is not limited 

to, verbal and physical abuse, denial of 

basic necessities, intentional withholding 

of medical aid, separation of parents from 

children, and direct accusations of 

criminal activity.  

 

 

 

Case 2: Ana 

Case 4: Camila 

Case 8: Celia 

Case 9: Adriana 

Case 18: Elmer 

Case 19: Wilmer 

Implicit Criminalization Indirect treatment of asylum seekers as 

criminals, often by subjecting individuals 

to treatment and experiences that one 

would only expect a criminal to be 

exposed to. Examples of this include 

constantly being watched by guards while 

in a hospital setting, being denied contact 

with family members, being held in 

unsafe conditions, and being humiliated. 

 

 

Case 2: Ana 

Case 4: Camila 

Case 9: Adriana 

Case 16: Yvette 

Case 17: Maria 

 

 

Normalization of 

Criminalization 

The acceptance and internalization of the 

criminal label due to the expectation and 

acceptance that individuals who commit a 

crime will be treated in a certain manner. 

Those who normalize the criminalization 

tend to internalize the criminal label, 

forgiving mistreatment because it is 

understood to be part of the treatment 

associated with migration. 

 

 

Case 5: Beatriz 

Case 18: Mario 

Case 19: Wilmer 

Relativity of the 

Criminalization Experience 

The relativity of the current experience of 

criminalization to prior lived experiences. 

An example of this is reports of treatment 

by US authorities being “good” when 

their rights had been violated. When 

equated to the traumatic experiences in 

their home country or during their 

journey, the treatment by US officials 

paled in comparison. 

 

Case 1: Raul 

Case 3: Belen 

Case 6: Alma 

Case 7: Yesica 

Case 9: Adriana 

Case 10: Rafael 

Case 11: Elmer 

Case 12: Laura 

Case 19: Wilmer 
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