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The Corral Apparatus and the Architecture of Death and Deterrence along the Mexico / 
United States Border 
 
Abstract 
 
In public statements and archival documents U.S. officials have repeatedly made explicit their 
intention that the deployment of tactical infrastructure along the Mexico / United States border 
will contribute to the “funneling” of unauthorized migration toward increasingly remote and 
difficult routes of travel.  By amplifying the suffering, risk and uncertainty to which migrants are 
exposed, it is intended that others in the future will be deterred from considering a similar 
journey.  In this paper, we use the phrase “corral apparatus” to name how heterogeneous 
elements like walls, checkpoints and surveillance towers combine to form a common 
architecture of deterrence. We then undertake geospatial modeling of the relationship 
between this apparatus and the spatiotemporal distribution of human mortality across two 
major unauthorized migration corridors in southern Arizona.  Our analysis identifies a 
meaningful relationship between the location of these infrastructures and patterns of mortality 
observed over time.  Yet it bears emphasis that the United States government’s ultimate 
objective is not to kill people, but to manipulate their behavior.  To reflect on this point, we 
explore the relationship between deterrence theory and counterinsurgency as a particular 
framework of governance, one that emphasizes the targeting of coercive action against a 
population in order to immobilize an adversary. We discuss how an elaboration on this 
framework provides clear analytic purchase for understanding connections between those 
infrastructures of deterrence deployed in remote desert areas and a number of more recent 
carceral practices and enforcement initiatives undertaken by the United States along the 
border.  
 
Keywords: migration, U.S. / Mexico border, counterinsurgency, architecture, infrastructure, 
deterrence  
 

1. Introduction 

Over the course of the past three decades many thousands of persons have disappeared and/or 

died a lonely, excruciating death in the Mexico / United States border region, triggered by a 

combination of trauma, exhaustion, dehydration and exposure to the elements (Martinez et al., 

2014; Reineke, 2016; Coalición de Derechos Humanos and No More Deaths, 2017;  Humane 

Borders, 2020).  Scholars have long identified the contribution of what’s been described as a 

“funnel effect” to these patterns of mortality and disappearance, resulting from the “funneling” 

of migration routes away from more accessible urban areas and into more remote desert 
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terrain (Rubio-Goldsmith et al., 2006; Androff and Tavassoli, 2012; Martinez et al. 2013; Slack et 

al. 2016; Soto, 2018; Soto and Martinez, 2018; Chambers et al., 2019; Chambers et al., 2020).  

Yet, largely overlooked within this scholarship is any specific examination of the contributions 

of the built environment– walls, checkpoints, and surveillance infrastructure –to accomplish 

this funneling.  In this paper, our aim is to excavate these contributions and their relationship to 

a broader architecture of “Prevention Through Deterrence” (PTD), since 1994 the official 

enforcement strategy adopted by the United States along its border with Mexico (Nevins, 2010; 

De Leon, 2015; Boyce, 2019).  We undertake this work through a geo-spatial modelling and 

analysis of various elements of tactical infrastructure deployed by the U.S. Border Patrol, and 

the impacts of this infrastructure on geographies of migration and mortality across several high-

traffic unauthorized migration corridors along the Mexico / United States border: the Altar 

Valley southwest of the City of Tucson, Arizona, and the “West Desert” area surrounding the 

town of Ajo, Arizona, and encompassing the Cabeza Prieta National Wildlife Refuge, Organ Pipe 

National Monument, and the Barry M. Goldwater Air Force Bombing Range.  We supplement 

this geo-spatial modeling with archival documents and public statements by U.S. government 

officials collected through more than a decade of combined field work in the Mexico / United 

States border region.  

The findings of our analysis reveal how along the Mexico / United States border the U.S. 

government has steadily expanded what we describe as a “corral apparatus”: a phrase we use 

to name the network of walls, checkpoints and surveillance infrastructures that combines with 

natural obstacles of landscape and terrain in order to restrict the area available for forward 

progression, so that a multitude of bodies become concentrated into a narrower corridor of 
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movement where spatial isolation, physiological strain, suffering, and corresponding rates of 

mortality are likely to be greatest.  We believe that our findings carry at least two implications.  

First, a host of international and non-governmental bodies have condemned PTD and its 

contributions to the death and disappearance of unauthorized migrants as a violation of human 

rights (United Nations High Commission on Human Rights, 2002; Inter-American Court of 

Human Rights, 2003; Jimenez, 2009; Amnesty International, 2012; Coalición de Derechos 

Humanos and No More Deaths, 2017).  The U.S. government has consistently disavowed 

responsibility for these outcomes, blaming either smugglers, general environmental conditions, 

and/or unauthorized migrants themselves for choosing to undertake this dangerous journey.  

Our findings reveal these claims to be disingenuous - a kind of official gaslighting.  However, it is 

also true that the government’s ultimate objective is not to kill people – but to manipulate their 

behavior.  We argue that taking seriously this point requires supplementing the rather 

commonplace use of frameworks like “biopolitics” and “necropolitics” for explaining patterns of 

violence and mortality along the border (Inda, 2007; Doty, 2011; Williams, 2015; Squire, 2017; 

Gahman and Hjalmarson, 2019; Rosas, 2019; Varela Huerta and Mason-Deese, 2020) with a 

more specific focus on the logic and practice of counterinsurgency as developed and deployed 

by the United States over the course of the 20th century (see Williams, 2011; Belcher, 2012; 

Camp and Greenburg, 2020).  We develop this point by revisiting Dunn’s (1996) pioneering 

work from the mid-1990s, exploring the relationship between counterinsurgency and 

deterrence theory, and discussing how attention to this relationship allows us to draw clear 

analytic connections between the architecture of U.S. boundary enforcement in remote desert 
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areas and more recent practices and infrastructures of carceral power implemented by the 

United States to augment PTD.   

The paper proceeds as follows: first, we outline a genealogy of PTD, and how tactical 

infrastructure has been deployed to advance this strategy.  Second, we discuss the research 

methodology we use to measure the relationship between these infrastructural elements, the 

“funneling” of migration routes, and patterns of human mortality observed over time.  After 

discussing our research findings, we revisit a consideration of their implications by returning to 

the relationship of deterrence theory to counterinsurgency, and how an elaboration on this 

framework as a strategy of governance provides analytic purchase for understanding the 

evolution of U.S. boundary enforcement over time. We conclude by reflecting on how attention 

to the architecture of deterrence can help provide insight into other historical and 

contemporary contexts where governments have attempted to manipulate behavior by 

cultivating hardship through the fabric of the built environment.  

 

2. The construction of the corral apparatus in the Mexico-United States borderlands 

In 1994 the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS), at the time the parent agency of 

the U.S. Border Patrol, launched its first ever coordinated, nation-wide strategy.  Titled 

“Prevention Through Deterrence,” this new policy was formulated based on a “Systematic 

Analysis of the Southwest Border” commissioned by the INS and completed by Sandia National 

Laboratories, one of three official U.S National Nuclear Security research and development 

laboratories (Sandia National Laboratories, 1993).  The documents associated with the launch 

of PTD were straightforward and direct about its underpinning logic.  Arguing that “absolute 
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sealing of the border is unrealistic” (INS, 1994; 1), the INS announced its intention to 

concentrate enforcement resources in areas at “greatest risk for illegal entry” (ibid.; 2).  This 

included constructing the first sheet-metal walls using leftover landing mat material from the 

Vietnam and Persian Gulf wars in cities like San Diego, CA and El Paso, TX, with the objective of 

redirecting migration routes into increasingly rural and remote desert areas where the 

government believed that “[m]ountains, valleys, lakes, rivers and valleys form natural barriers 

to passage” (ibid.; 2). The Border Patrol’s assumption, then, was that “with traditional entry and 

smuggling routes disrupted, illegal traffic will be deterred or forced over more hostile terrain, 

less suited for crossing and more suited for enforcement” (ibid.; 7).    

Initially, the Border Patrol outlined a host of variables they would monitor in order to 

measure PTD’s overall success.  Among other things, these included a “change in traditional 

traffic pattern[s],” a “shift in flow to other areas in southwest border,” a steady “fee increase by 

smugglers” (ibid.; 9-10) and an increase in violence “as effects of the strategy are felt” (ibid.; 4).  

The Border Patrol also understood that their strategy would have deadly consequences.  As 

early as 1994 this included the observation that “[i]llegal entrants crossing through remote, 

uninhabited expanses of land and sea along the border can find themselves in mortal danger” 

(ibid; 2).  By 1997 the U.S. government was also using an increase in “[d]eaths of aliens 

attempting entry” as another “[p]redicted outcome if AG’s strategy is successful” (GAO, 1997; 

84).  Under PTD, then, the Border Patrol concluded that, even though unauthorized migration 

was bound to persist, peoples’ experience of the harsh conditions of the desert borderlands, 

their increasing exposure to violence, the cost of financing the journey, and the circulation of 

knowledge about the increasing danger and risk involved would eventually combine to 



 6 

accomplish a behavioral effect across the population of future would-be migrants, leading an 

ever-greater proportion to simply abandon the effort. 

Following the launch of PTD the number of unauthorized migrants who died attempting 

to enter the United States did increase, and dramatically so.  The U.S. Department of Homeland 

Security measures at least 7,505 such deaths from 1998 to 2018 (CBP, 2019) – while untold 

thousands more have disappeared along the journey north (see Reineke, 2016; Coalición de 

Derechos Humanos and No More Deaths, 2017). Meanwhile, Martinez et al. (2013) and 

Chambers et al. (2019) each track an increase in the rate of mortality over time (measured as a 

ratio between the number of recovered human remains and the number of Border Patrol 

apprehensions in any given fiscal year). In southern Arizona alone, this rate climbed from 42 to 

220 remains recovered per 100,000 apprehensions between FY 2006 and 2016 (see Chambers 

et al., 2019).    
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Figure 1: Migrant deaths recorded between 1999 and 2019 across (a) the Altar Valley, and (b) 

the West Desert area.  The Tohono O’odham Nation is located between these two corridors. 

 

As the Border Patrol predicted, the deaths of unauthorized migrants corresponded to a 

process that Rubio-Goldsmith et al. (2006) first described as a “funneling” of migration routes 

away from binational urban areas like El Paso / Ciudad Juarez, San Diego / Tijuana, and Ambos 

Nogales and into rural areas in the state of Arizona –  initially to the deserts of Cochise County 

(southeast of Tucson) and, by the early 2000s, into the Altar Valley, Tohono O’odham Nation 

and the West Desert area that includes the town of Ajo, the Cabeza Prieta National Wildlife 

Refuge, Organ Pipe National Monument, and the Barry Goldwater Air Force Bombing Range.  
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Yet despite the impact of PTD on the spatial distribution and associated costs of unauthorized 

border crossing, the volume of clandestine migration increased substantially during the first 

decade of the strategy’s implementation; while as of 2020 the number of unauthorized 

migrants attempting clandestine entry into the United States remains in the hundreds of 

thousands per year (CBP, 2019a). In response, the Border Patrol has doubled down on PTD, and 

the U.S. Congress has repeatedly authorized an expansion of the technology, infrastructure and 

personnel available for its implementation.  In 2004, Congress mandated a hiring surge that 

nearly doubled the size of the Border Patrol to more than 20,500 agents. Then, in 2006 

Congress passed the Secure Fence Act, which mandated the construction of some 700 miles of 

barrier along the border, including replacing many of the 1990s-era sheet-metal walls with 

much more robust slotted-metal fencing.  The 2005 Real ID Act allowed the U.S. Secretary of 

Homeland Security to waive any laws “necessary to ensure expeditious construction of the 

barriers and roads under this section" (see Sundberg, 2015), such that by 2009 hundreds of 

miles of tactical barriers extended deep into the desert and into protected areas like Organ Pipe 

National monument.  In 2006 and 2007, new interior vehicle checkpoints were located along 

Arivaca Road and Highway 286 in Arizona’s Altar Valley, followed in 2008 by checkpoints on 

Highway 85 between Ajo and Gila Bend, AZ, and another checkpoint in 2011 on Highway 85 

between Organ Pipe National Monument and the town of Why, AZ.  During the same period, 

the Department of Homeland Security contracted with the Boeing corporation to launch a high-

tech integrated surveillance network titled “SBInet” comprised of 9 Integrated Fixed Towers 

(IFTs) along a 28-mile cross section of the Altar Valley.  This system went live in December 2007, 

and the Border Patrol has since expanded its IFT network through a 2014 contract with Elbit 
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Systems of America to build 55 surveillance towers in the Tumacacori mountain range on the 

eastern edge of the Altar Valley, and a 2019 contract with Elbit for an additional 10 towers 

across the Tohono O’odham Nation (Parrish, 2019).  

A number of critics in Congress, government, the media, academia, and the advocacy 

world have derided the infrastructural initiatives described above as costly, wasteful and/or ill-

conceived endeavors that fail to measurably improve the detection or interdiction of unlawful 

activity (GAO, 2009; Barry, 2010; OIG, 2014; Slack et al., 2015).  Consider, for example, the $3.7 

billion dollars initially appropriated to construct SBInet.  As discussed in Boyce (2016), the 

surveillance network continuously failed to deliver on its operational objective to deliver real-

time automated threat detection, identification and assessment of between 70 and 85% of 

unauthorized incursions onto U.S. territory.  As a result, and following widespread delays and 

complaints voiced by members of Congress and the public, the Obama administration quietly 

cancelled the program in 2011.  Similar forms of scrutiny and critique have targeted the Border 

Patrol’s interior checkpoints and border fencing.  For example, a 2013 U.S. Government 

Accountability Office report found that pedestrian fencing has the outcome of slowing the 

duration of border crossing by an average of only seven seconds (GAO, 2013); while in 2015 an 

American Civil Liberties Union report on interior checkpoints found “BP’s own data calls into 

question the agency’s claims that interior checkpoint operations are an efficient and effective 

enforcement strategy,” pointing out that in southern Arizona “checkpoint apprehensions 

accounted for only 0.67 percent of the sector’s total apprehensions” for Fiscal Year 2013 (Lyall 

et al., 2015; 3).   

When pressed, the Border Patrol repeatedly argues that criticism like that voiced above 



 10 

is only valid if we accept at face value the idea that each of these infrastructural initiatives is 

actually aimed at improving detection and interdiction, instead of evaluating how these 

individual infrastructural elements combine to accomplish a deterrent effect by transforming 

the geography of unauthorized migration.  For example, at a 2013 border security industry 

meeting in Phoenix, AZ, Mark Borkowski, Assistant Commissioner of U.S. Customs and Border 

Protection (CBP) for technology acquisition, defended the SBInet program, arguing: 

 

“One of the things the GAO [U.S. Government Accountability Office] said is 'you should 

measure the number of apprehensions where the technology contributed to the 

apprehension.' That’s sort of a sensible thing, right? What about when the technology is 

a deterrence and there’s nothing to apprehend? That metric would tell me that the 

technology was a waste of money. Was it?” (field note, February 2013)  

 

At a 2014 community forum in Arivaca, Arizona (a small town in the heart of the Altar Valley 

surrounded in every direction by Border Patrol interior checkpoints) Border Patrol Agent in 

Charge of the Tucson Station Roger San Martin similarly opined: 

 

“I think the fear is because we don’t make many arrests at the checkpoints and because 

we don’t make many seizures at the checkpoints then that’s going to come back and say 

‘look, you only arrested 50 people the whole year at the checkpoint, you only seized 

1,000 pounds.’  But what we need to try to explain is that because of the checkpoint we 

seized 500,000 pounds out here and we arrested 5,000 people out here who would 
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have otherwise have taken this route of egress but they didn’t, because the checkpoint 

was there, because we focused them that created a funnel this way where it was a lot 

easier for us to work them” (field note, March 2014; emphasis added) 

 

The 2020 Netflix documentary series Immigration Nation captures U.S. Homeland Security 

officials publicly voicing a similar logic.  In episode six, at minute 54, this includes one unnamed 

but uniformed Border Patrol agent who offers clarification that “[t]he checkpoints act as a 

funnel, and they’ll basically push them [unauthorized migrants] out into the mountains.” Next, 

the show pivots to a CBP helicopter pilot, who, flying over a mountainous area, observes that 

“once they get out here they are literally, physically beat by the environment” (Netflix, 2020).  

 

 

 

Figure 2: Screen shot at 54:40 from Episode 6 of Netflix’s 2020 documentary series “Immigration 

Nation”  
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We deploy the architectural concept of a “corral” to describe the spatial logic reflected 

in the statements above.  A corral is a type of enclosure that steadily concentrates a multiplicity 

of moving bodies into a progressively smaller area. As an outcome, these bodies’ forward 

momentum is retarded, frequently arriving at zero (temporary stasis or enclosure) at a specific 

location of revision or control.  A corral can have a variety of functions - in the context of 

livestock management, it can be used to concentrate a herd from a wider geographic area in 

order to prepare its individuals for inspection, shipment or slaughter.  For pedestrians or 

vehicles at an airport or a security checkpoint, a corral can be used to enforce compliance with 

inspection and document review, in order to ensure that those who pass beyond a given 

threshold are properly authorized to do so; or else to prevent the carriage of some undesired 

object like a weapon or narcotics. Along the Mexico / United States border, it is our assertion 

that the various tactical infrastructures deployed to advance U.S. boundary enforcement 

operate in tandem as components of a giant corral, combining with one another to form what 

Foucault (1980) calls an “apparatus,” or a “system of relations that can be established 

between” a heterogeneous ensemble of elements, each contributing to “a dominant strategic 

function” (194-195).  The Border Patrol’s corral apparatus operates by progressively eliminating 

unauthorized border crossers’ access to easier routes of travel, in order to simultaneously 

narrow and lengthen these routes while concentrating them through the most remote and 

difficult terrain possible.   

Consider: although, as observed above, a vehicle or pedestrian barrier along the 

international border doesn’t actually prevent physical entry into the United States, it does 



 13 

impede motor vehicle traffic, requiring anybody attempting clandestine entry to proceed on 

foot.  Interior checkpoints, meanwhile, extend the distance an individual must walk before they 

can safely rendezvous with a driver who might transport them to a destination elsewhere in the 

country (Chambers, 2019).  Finally, research has shown that the deployment of IFTs has a 

meaningful and measurable impact on the spatial distribution of mortality in the Arizona 

desert, as individuals move into more difficult terrain to avoid detection by the surveillance 

apparatus (Chambers et al, 2019).   

By identifying a unifying spatial logic across a multiplicity of heterogeneous 

infrastructural elements, the concept of a corral apparatus allows us to advance scholars’ well-

known description of the “funnel effect” (Rubio-Goldsmith et al., 2006; Androff and Tavassoli, 

2012; Martinez et al. 2013; Slack et al. 2016; Soto, 2018; Soto and Martinez, 2018; Chambers et 

al., 2019; Chambers and McMahan, 2020) by attending to the mechanisms that drive this 

funneling. In the process, we are better able to clarify the relationship between tactical 

infrastructure and the broader logic and objectives of deterrence.  As will be discussed below, 

this move helps us not only to understand the architecture and geography of U.S. boundary 

enforcement in remote desert areas, but also to conceptualize connections between this 

architecture and a host of carceral and enforcement initiatives launched by the United States 

with the explicit intent to amplify the efficacy of PTD.  But first, it is necessary that we test our 

argument, by measuring whether what we are calling a “corral apparatus” is in fact 

meaningfully descriptive of the spatial relationship between infrastructure, migration and 

mortality over time.   
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3. Methodology 

Our method for delineating the corral apparatus in the Mexico / United States border region 

involves two parts: an analysis of density and adjacency of mobility in a documented case of a 

localized ‘funnel effect’ (Chambers, et al., 2019), and the exploring of similarly ‘designed’ spaces 

in other locations with varied human-made and natural elements. In our first analysis, we 

examine the impacts of the SBInet IFT surveillance initiative on the location of Recovered 

Human Remains in the Altar Valley southwest of Tucson, AZ.  We sought to measure whether 

mortalities were less dispersed before and after the implementation of SBInet, by measuring 

the shortest distance from each location to all other locations of recovered human remains 

(RHRs). We chose to frame this in pre- and post- time periods of three years each, which allows 

us to show whether what we found was not simply a phenomenon restricted to a single year or 

unrelated to broader changes in enforcement. Shorter distances would mean that after the 

deployment of SBInet people chose routes of travel not only outside of the network’s visual 

range, but also within a narrower corridor of movement.  This would indicate that the coverage 

of the cameras mounted to the system’s integrated fixed towers could be said not just to 

increase the Border Patrol’s capability for detecting unauthorized traffic, but also to limit the 

number of available routes of travel this traffic could follow. We categorized migrant 

mortalities by before and after SBInet, measuring the Euclidean distance from RHR to RHR by 

each category. With these distance values, we performed an Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) in 

order to verify there was a significant difference between the mean distances of each.  

To operate like a corralling, the routes of travel would need to be more compacted, and 

not just limited in a manner revealed by distance. A mere pair of close RHRs that shows a high 
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value of nearness does not amount to a compaction. The entire ‘population’ must be higher in 

number and nearer in space. In order to determine if this was the case, we measured the 

compactness of these populations with a kernel density estimate (Silverman 1981) of RHRs. A 

compacted corralling space would be denser by not only distance but by a significant number of 

surrounding RHRs. Kernel density, often called a heat map, is an interpolated statistical 

measure of where points are most frequent and is calculated by the formula  
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%-!  in which i is the number of points in total and disti is the 

distance between each point and the search radius. The search radius is determined by the 

mean center and median distance of all the points. Kernel density is often used in public health 

to map areas of significant concern (Carlos et al. 2010) but also in border studies to document 

trends in routes (Chambers et al. 2019). As with distance, we took this measurement for before 

and after SBInet and made an analysis of variance. If both distance and density were 

significantly different and each had higher mean values after SBInet, this infrastructural 

initiative can be said to have created a corralling of humans into spaces which were more 

compacted and restricted, in addition to being more rugged and physically costly. 

We then performed an Iterative Self Organizing (ISO) Cluster analysis, an algorithm 

developed for recognizing patterns in space from reports of military operations (Ball & Hall, 

1965) and used to find changes in landcover and routes for the US Border Patrol (Coulter et al. 

2011). ISO Clustering used a series of iterations dividing all the density values by means by 

space into a specified number of clusters until there is minimal change in the shapes of the 

clusters (Fraisse, Sudduth & Kitchen, 2001). In this case, we wished to distinguish if there were 
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recognizable corral shapes pre- and/or post-SBInet using our kernel density calculations. A sort 

of physical corral apparatus confining people into long stretches of space with dead ends would 

map not only a corral effect but also its defined boundaries and similarity to built structures 

designed for controlled direction.  

Following our mapping of the corral apparatus in the Altar Valley pre- and post-SBInet, 

we sought to explore whether the pattern was evident elsewhere in spaces where other kinds 

of enforcement infrastructures concentrate. This included interior immigration checkpoints that 

were expanded beginning in the year 2006 (Núñez and Heyman 2007). If the checkpoints and 

their associated operations had a similar effect to that of the SBInet surveillance system, the 

years prior to their implementation would involve less restricted routes of travel that are more 

likely to physically connect with areas of ‘escape’ such as prominent highways or roads. Unlike 

the Altar Valley, the checkpoints were scattered across Southern Arizona, blocking highways 

and entrances into urban centers from more remote areas. 

With the formation of a corral apparatus in the Altar Valley limiting available routes of 

travel, leaving only those most taxing and difficult, more unauthorized border crossers have 

taken to corridors of entry further to the west in the Ajo and Growler Valleys (an area 

commonly referred to as the “West Desert”). What was not immediately evident is when, how, 

and whether a similar corral apparatus developed in this region, which already included a 

checkpoint and Border Patrol station before this shift in traffic patterns. But if the shift occurred 

after the Altar Valley corral apparatus was formed, then it would be more compressed and 

shaped as it progressed with immigrant movement and Border Patrol reaction. For this to be 

tested, we once again measured two time-ranges of three years each — the first, 2010 to 2012 
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immediately after our mapped post-SBInet Altar Valley corral apparatus; the second, after this 

time period from 2013 to 2015.  

One of the most contested border enforcement practices in popular media (Alamillo et 

al. 2019) is the ‘wall’ or the ‘fence,’ barriers ranging from vehicle barriers to steel slats and razor 

wire. We tested for a corral apparatus in this case by testing for density in the period prior to 

barriers built in 2003 to 2008 and the immediate years following. This we conducted for the 

entirety of southern Arizona in order to find any significant patterns in multiple forms. 

 

4.1 Findings: Altar Valley 

The mean distance between mortalities dropped from 3.26 kilometers to 2.77 kilometers after 

the erection of the IFTs, bring mortalities to a near half kilometer closer. The Maximum 

distance decreased from 11.28 kilometers to 9.21 kilometers and the minimum from 3.26 

kilometers to 1 kilometer. With an alpha of 0.05, our statistical analysis of variance gave a p-

value of 0.00 showing a strong contrast between prior to SBInet and after. Before values had a 

higher variance due to its many greater-than-median distance records. This means that the 

distance between RHR has become significantly closer with the erection of the IFTs. 
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Figure 3. Shortest distance from nearest mortalities before and after the establishment of SBInet 
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In the same time frame, the mean density rose from a mortality every 0.02 kilometers 

per square kilometer to 0.03 kilometers per square kilometer after the erection of IFTs, 

meaning mortalities had multiplied one and a half in density. This analysis also gave a p-value of 

0.00, showing a strong increase in mortalities in limited space from prior to post-SBInet. After 

values had a higher variance but most of this was due to a higher maximum and higher than 

median values. This higher range is from a coupled smaller space occupied by coupled with an 

increase in total of 49 to 78 RHR. 

 

 

Figure 4. Kernel densities before and after the establishment of SBInet 

 

Before the establishment of SBInet and the construction of IFTs, migrant deaths were 

not only fewer in the region of the Altar Valley but were more dispersed. Deaths were more 
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common to the less mountainous areas as shown in prior studies (Boyce et al., 2019a; 

Chambers, et al., 2019). What was evident in this study rather than others was that the form of 

clusters was less evident and did not take the shape of corralling humans into the remote and 

rugged spaces. Post-SBInet mortalities were more commonly found in three dominant 

corralling patterns strung south to north in the Tumacacori and San Luis Mountains, a rugged 

landscape of abrupt jagged changes in elevation, steep slopes, dense vegetation, and high 

temperatures (Boyce, et al. 2019a). The nearness and density of deaths reached their peaks in a 

corral pattern reaching north — not simply spread east west across the border but extending to 

a terminus. 
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Figure 5. Irregular shapes/apparatus encompassing areas where death most often occurred pre-

SBInet, 2004-2006, with a lower density and frequency than post-SBInet. 
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Figure 6. The corral apparatus developed post-SBInet, 2007-2009 encompassing areas where 

death most often occurred, showing a clearer “funnel effect” where a higher density of and 

frequency of death had occurred than pre-SBInet. 

 

With the creation checkpoints along Arivaca Road and Highway 286 in 2006 and 2007, 

our analysis shows a similar forming of such a corralling pattern by the creation of a corridor 
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into the Baboquivari mountains. Where there were deaths but no recognizable shape prior to 

the checkpoint, the corral apparatus only formed after its inception. This apparatus ran east of 

Baboquivari mountains across the southern end of Altar Valley and crossing Buenos Aires 

National Wildlife Refuge, far from roads and along several smaller mountain ranges.  Routes 

had shifted from a widely dispersed pattern into a narrow corridor, sized approximately 10 km 

by 36 km, terminating in an extremely remote stretch with little more than cattle ranges and 

unpaved access roads against steep ranges in the east and a multitude of washes/drainages 

perpendicular to the southwest-northwest route a migrant would need to take to avoid the 

checkpoint — its end far from any major road. To add to this, it also coincided with the 

beginnings of SBInet where those to the east and south of Altar Valley were already being 

constricted. In fact, it stretched across the same route as the secondary corral apparatus of the 

Altar Valley, suggesting that the checkpoints led to the initial formation of a corral apparatus 

but that SBInet strengthened this apparatus by further narrowing available routes of travel. So 

as the checkpoint was established a corral apparatus formed in the Buenos Aires National 

Wildlife Refuge, but as SBInet’s IFTs were deployed this shrank and more people were funneled 

into a corralling pattern in the Tumacacori mountains on the east of the Altar Valley. 

 

4.2 Findings: Ajo Corridor and TON 

With the shifting of migration routes away from the Altar Valley and into the West Desert and 

the Ajo-Growler valleys, mortalities moved from irregular clusters reaching towards the roads 

to a corralling pattern running northwest from the border across the Organ Pipe Cactus 

National Monument and the Cabeza Prieta National Wildlife Refuge towards the Barry M. 
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Goldwater Airforce Range, an area not readily accessible to civilians and where human remains 

are much less likely to be encountered (Provenzano and Nevins, 2019). This corral apparatus 

follows the spine of the Growler Mountains while prior clusters were primarily located in spaces 

of the valleys nearer the roads or at the southern reaches of the mountains. Interestingly, the 

new corral apparatus had two smaller termini in the west and east respectively. The eastern 

terminus appears to involve attempts to reach the road to Ajo but past the checkpoint, 

requiring a crossing of a series of ridges, narrow mountains passes, and vertical drops. The 

western terminus led into the Cabeza Prieta National Wildlife Refuge in an area more remote 

with little vegetation and a high degree of exposure. Still, the most dominant pattern in the 

density of mortalities of the entire corral apparatus was the northern terminus where most 

migrants were either determined to have died of exposure or where cause of death was 

undetermined.  
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Figure 7 The previous conditions (1) and forming of corral apparatuses post (2) checkpoint in 

the Buenos Aires National Wildlife Refuge (a) and the Ajo-Growler Valleys (b) 

 

Like the cases of the checkpoints the time post-construction of physical barriers (2008-

2010) showed a corralling pattern (Figure 8), while pre-construction the areas had little shape 

besides ‘islands’ of mortality with much lower density and higher dispersed remains. This, plus 

the fact that the areas had mortalities before and after the barriers, could suggest a greater 

number of routes and potentially higher success rates before the corral apparatus took shape. 

The limiting of areas available for movement appears to have constricted this into more defined 

routes. Of particular interest is that the Nogales corralling apparatus (a) reached past the Ajo 
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highway, while starting at small entrance in a non-barriered section of the border, widening 

and then shrinking along the route. The region of the southern-central portion of the Tohono 

O’odham Nation (b) shows a less-well defined corralling pattern with multiple holes, suggesting 

a still diverse set of routes but more densified after the barriers that mostly terminate at the 

Ajo highway. Although mortalities were prominent, this suggests still many options that could 

lead some to the road and potential avoidance of corralling. This could potentially change 

greatly with the building of IFTs for surveillance on the Tohono O’odham Nation in the near 

future (a move already proposed by the United States and approved by the TON tribal 

government). The corral apparatus of Organ Pipe National Monument has a similar shape, 

suggesting multiple paths having taken the shape of two general routes, both running north but 

one in the east and one in the west. The east shows chance for success by reaching the road 

while the west moves further into more remote areas.  
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Figure 8 The conditions and samples of multiple corralling apparatuses following the completion 

of border barriers in 2008 

 

5. Discussion: deterrence logic and the reach of the corral apparatus beyond the desert 

borderlands 

 

As shown above, the concept of a corral is empirically descriptive of changing patterns of 

mortality along the Mexico / United States border, and their relationship to the expansion of 

enforcement infrastructure over time.  When conceptualized according to the logic of 
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deterrence, we are better able to understand these outcomes and their relationship to the 

failure of various infrastructural elements to effectively block, detect and/or facilitate the 

apprehension of unauthorized migrants in transit.  Recall that from the outset PTD was 

premised on the observation that “absolute sealing of the border is unrealistic” (INS, 1994; 1).  

More recently, at a 2013 Homeland Security technology forum in Washington, DC, then-

National Border Patrol chief Mike Fisher reiterated this point at length, arguing:   

 

“I think there’s more and more of a recognition that absolutely we can’t lock it [the 

border] down… I go out there and find a time when somebody tried to do 100% and just 

seal it.  And they picked the Berlin Wall, and, and the, the picture that I had was this 

kind of a schematic, right, of what that looked like, I mean how that primary and 

secondary fence, you know the landmines in between that, and you had these cone-

shaped charges like claymores attached to the fence – incredible, right? With trip-wire 

so if you try to cut or try to scale it, you know, it blew millions of people away.  And then 

you looked at the guard towers, oh yeah and by the way, the rules of engagement were 

totally different back then, right? [laughter] - than what we operate under, the 

constitution and our statutory authority.  And even then the best that they were able to 

do, over 880 miles, with 50,000 border guards, East Berlin border guards – 95%.  Think 

of that resource constraint.  So, I kind of use that as kind of my ace in the sleeve, for 

those hardliners that still want to do 100%, right?” (field note, October 2013) 

 

Under PTD, the Border Patrol accepts as a given that a proportion of unauthorized migrants will 
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succeed in evading its enforcement apparatus.  But, as revealed above, the architecture of 

deterrence is designed to fail in one direction only: toward more remote and difficult routes of 

travel.  As a result, the government assumes that a growing proportion of migrants will perish; 

but it is hoped and intended that these deaths, alongside an increase in other kinds of hardship 

and difficulty associated with the journey north, will ultimately carry a deterrent effect. 

The above implies several issues that we wish to highlight.  First, our findings lend 

support to the conclusion of numerous international investigators and human rights bodies that 

the United States government bears ultimate moral, legal and practical responsibility for these 

deaths (United Nations Commission on Human Rights, 2002; Inter-American Court of Human 

Rights, 2003; Jimenez, 2009; Amnesty International, 2012; Coalición de Derechos Humanos and 

No More Deaths, 2017).  But it is also important to acknowledge that death and the 

corresponding phenomenon of disappearance are not the ultimate objectives of U.S. boundary 

enforcement policy – they are merely among its instruments.  We think that an appreciation of 

this point suggests a need to revisit what have become rather commonplace ways of 

interpreting state violence and mortality in the Mexico / United States border region.  The first 

is Foucault’s concept of biopolitics, along with its Agambinean derivatives, both of which focus 

on the sovereign imperative to govern the biological life of a population (in Foucault’s words, 

“to make live and to let die” [2003, 239]) in the European transition to modernity (for 

application of this framework to the border, see Inda, 2007; Doty, 2011; Squire, 2017; Gahman 

and Hjalmarson, 2019).  The second is Mbembe’s (2003) concept of “necropolitics,” which he 

develops specifically to expand Foucault’s work to articulate a theory of sovereignty and power 

more capably attuned to Europe’s subjugation of its colonized and racialized “Others” (see 
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Williams, 2015; Rosas, 2019; Varela Huerta and Mason-Deese, 2020).  To be clear, it is not our 

contention that PTD and its instrumentalization of death and suffering are unrelated to the 

problematics these two concepts aim to identify.  The Border Patrol’s ability to kill and to 

manufacture death with impunity is unmistakably related to the performance of sovereignty; 

while the delimitation of who is and who is not affirmed as a bearer of rights protected by 

membership in the nation-state cannot be meaningfully separated from questions of race and 

biology (we need only reflect here on the explicitly heteronormative, white supremacist and 

eugenicist principles on which U.S. immigration law has historically been premised).  In a 

context in which the expression of state violence is decidedly less passive than Foucault’s “to let 

die” would appear to imply, we are furthermore appreciative of Mbembe’s intervention.  

However, what’s important to emphasize is that, from an operational perspective, what PTD 

aims to manipulate is not so much biology, but behavior; whereas, as we shall see, deterrence 

theory does not proceed by negating the Other’s capacity for reason (an important element of 

Mbembe’s argument) – in fact, quite the opposite.  In light of these observations, we find it 

profitable to return to the work of Timothy Dunn who, in his 1996 text The Militarization of the 

U.S.-Mexico Border 1978-1992 first connected the tactics, technologies and enforcement 

doctrine steadily adapted by the Immigration and Naturalization Service and the U.S. Border 

Patrol during this period to a longer genealogy of U.S.-backed counterinsurgency that by this 

point had come to exhibit some of its most violent expressions in southeast Asia and in Central 

America. 

We might think of counterinsurgency as a particular iteration of what Foucault (2007) 

calls governmentality – one aimed not so much at the imposition of a norm, or the cultivation 
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of a subject, or the improvement of a population, as toward the neutralization and 

immobilization of an adversary.  Dunn (1996) identifies at least three specific ways that U.S. 

boundary enforcement came to adopt and converge with this framework during the 1980s and 

early 90s.  First is a conceptualization of social problems (illegal smuggling and unauthorized 

migration) as a “battle space” lending itself to military or paramilitary-style strategies, tactics, 

and coercive action.  Dunn identifies this conceptualization reflected, for example, in the 1991 

testimony of Warren Reece, an official with the Office of National Drug Control Policy, to the 

U.S. House Select Committee on Narcotics Abuse and Control – that “[w]e are engaged in 

something akin to a guerrilla war along the border against well-entrenched and well-organized 

trafficking groups” (ibid.; 3).  A second and related convergence is an understanding that this 

battle space enfolds not just an adversarial military force, but a civilian population whose 

attitudes and behavior become the principle targets and measures of operational success (see 

Anderson, 2011; Kienscherf, 2011; Belcher, 2012).  Not only does this understanding justify the 

targeting of coercive action against non-combatants, but it also then explains the combination 

of this coercive action with a host of psychological operations and “soft power” (we might here 

consider Williams’ [2015; 2016] extensive elaboration on the folding of humanitarian assistance 

into police or paramilitary forces, and the implementation of public relations campaigns 

targeting migrant-sending families and communities).  The third convergence Dunn (1996) 

identifies involves the adaptation of technologies developed for overseas military operations to 

the operational environments of the Mexico / United States border.  This can be observed, for 

example, in the network of ground sensors that preceded the Border Patrol’s IFT program – the 

so-called Integrated Computer-Aided Detection System (1989-1998) and Integrated 
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Surveillance Intelligence System (1998-2004), which involved the repurposing of ground sensors 

first deployed as part of “Operation Igloo White,” the covert U.S. Air Force electronic ground 

surveillance network that was directly implicated in the 1969 expansion of the U.S. air 

campaign from Vietnam into Cambodia and later Laos (Edwards, 1997).  In the contemporary 

era, CBP has become the U.S. government agency of choice for introducing surveillance, 

intelligence and weapons systems developed as part of the “Global War on Terror” into a U.S. 

domestic environment.  This includes, for example, the deployment of Predator B drones for 

purposes of intelligence gathering and surveillance along the border, and their diversion to 

sensitive “National Special Security Events” like the Super Bowl, and, in 2020, to Black Lives 

Matter protests in Minneapolis, Minnesota (Koebler et al., 2020).   

Although Dunn concludes his historical narrative in 1992, we wish to suggest that the 

Border Patrol’s embrace of counterinsurgency doctrine became fully consummated with the 

agency’s formal adaptation of deterrence theory two years later; and that appreciation of this 

point provides substantial analytic leverage for understanding the evolution of the agency’s 

practices ever since.  Deterrence theory was first formulated by the RAND corporation to 

inform the United States’ Cold War nuclear policy, reflected in the effort to accomplish a 

“delicate balance of terror” formalized in the doctrine of “Mutually Assured Destruction.” The 

logic of deterrence relies on a conceptualization of human beings as essentially rational actors 

who are constantly scanning their environment to collect information that would allow them to 

maximize their interests while minimizing risk or harm (Stigler and Becker, 1977; Lebow and 

Stein, 1989; Mason, 1996; Brym and Andersen, 2011). In the 1950s, the framework of 

deterrence was adapted first by the French occupation army in its war against the Front de 
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Libération Nationale in Algeria. It was then taken up in 1964 as a cornerstone of the United 

States military strategy in Vietnam (see Leites and Wolf, 1970; George and Smoke, 1974). 

Evaluating the success of this latter campaign, Shultz (1979) offers a useful schematic of how 

deterrence becomes operationalized in the conduct of counterinsurgent warfare: 

 

“Focusing on the assumption that individuals behave in a rational manner, ‘calculating 

costs and benefits…. To different courses of action’ (Leites and Wolf, 1970), it becomes 

the objective of the counterinsurgent to estimate this ratio for the insurgents and their 

supporters, and then to employ coercive force at a level that exceeds the point where 

participation and/or support for the insurgency is beneficial.  With respect to the 

insurgent movement, it is viewed as an operating system requiring inputs and producing 

outputs… The aim of these [counterinsurgency] tactics is to disrupt the process by which 

inputs are obtained and converted into outputs.  The effective use of coercive force is 

the essential underlying this model…. In essence, the objective becomes one of raising 

the ‘costs’ of producing insurgent activity” (447-448)   

 

Key to the success of this strategy is the preemptive cultivation of fear, paralysis and despair 

across a population, through the indiscriminate and overwhelming mobilization of force – 

employing “’pain and violence’ to make resistance ‘terrible beyond endurance’” (Schelling, 

1966, quoted in Shultz, 1979; 445; see also Downes, 2007; Wilner, 2011; for examination of a 

contemporary application of this doctrine through Israeli counterinsurgency practice, see Brym 

and Andersen, 2011). 
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The above framework, elaborated by military theorists, is helpful for understanding how 

the United States’ pivot in 1994 away from any ambition toward absolute territorial blockage or 

exclusion of unauthorized migrants, and instead toward a strategy of deterrence, allowed the 

Border Patrol to approach human beings and their migration decisions as essentially an 

engineering problem – one that merely awaited an adequate spatial distribution of personnel, 

technology, and infrastructure to finally raise the risks, costs and dangers associated with 

unauthorized border crossing to the point that people would simply decide to stop trying.   

Appreciation of this point clarifies the relationship between the Border Patrol’s corral 

apparatus and a host of more recent enforcement initiatives and carceral practices that have 

been deployed by the Obama and Trump administrations to augment PTD and enhance its 

effects.  Collectively, the material and institutional practices assembled into each of these 

initiatives comprise what we might call “infrastructures of deterrence.”  Such infrastructures 

include administrative detention, and its dramatic expansion through the building of new family 

detention centers, by narrowing the eligibility of family sponsors to obtain release for 

unaccompanied minors, and by attempting to hold single adults without bond, or else imposing 

bonds that are extraordinarily (and often prohibitively) expensive.  U.S. Immigration and 

Customs Enforcement has been explicit about the justification for these moves, arguing in a 

2014 press release that they were necessary for “deterring others from taking the dangerous 

journey and illegally crossing into the United States” (ICE, 2014) and that “[i]mplementing a ‘no 

bond’ or ‘high bond’ policy would help alleviate these disruptions by deterring further mass 

migration” (Lembke, 2014). The logic of deterrence is also advanced via the Border Patrol’s 

“Consequence Delivery System” (CDS), a framework launched in 2012 with the explicit aim “to 



 35 

uniquely evaluate each subject and apply the appropriate post-arrest consequences to that 

individual to break the smuggling cycle and end the subject’s desire to attempt further illegal 

entry” (CBP, 2012; 17).  Here we see an attempt at refinement of the calculative logic of 

deterrence, allowing the agency to pivot from a “resource-based” to a “risk-based” approach 

whereby “post-arrest consequences” can be most optimally and efficiently applied.  Among 

these consequences is lateral repatriation, whereby thousands of individuals have been 

removed to areas of Mexico far from where they initially crossed into the United States, often 

to border cities defined by extraordinary levels of organized crime and violent predation (Slack, 

2019).  CDS also guides criminal prosecution for unlawful entry and re-entry to the United 

States, following which unauthorized migrants may be sentenced to a prison term for anywhere 

from 30 to 180 days (or 20 years for individuals with a prior criminal record in the United 

States; see Slack et al., 2016; Abrego et al., 2017).   

Importantly, both administrative detention and criminal prosecution are formally 

independent of the substantive adjudication of a person’s immigration case (such as a petition 

for asylum).  Individuals subjected to such “consequences” may therefore ultimately access 

legal or procedural remedies that allow them to lawfully remain in the United States.  But in the 

meantime they are made to suffer, as an example to others who might consider pursuing a 

similar path.  Building on this model, and prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the Trump 

administration implemented a practice known as “metering,” or limiting the number of persons 

who are allowed to formally petition for asylum on any given day at any given Port of Entry.  In 

December 2018 this was followed with the “Migrant Protection Protocols” (MPP), a process 

that requires persons seeking asylum to remain in Mexico for the duration of their U.S. 
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immigration case.  As Garrett (2020) discusses, for many individuals and families the effects of 

metering and M.P.P have been devastating, as these families become marooned in northern 

Mexican border cities for months or years with little access to work, housing, infrastructure, 

health care, or legal support, living in improvised, unsafe and unsanitary tents and shelters, and 

subjected to predation by organized crime including robbery, kidnapping, extortion, sexual 

violence, and torture; all just to “to get a chance to appear before an immigration judge to 

make their asylum case” (242; see also Human Rights First, 2020). According to the U.S. 

Department of Homeland Security, the purpose of M.P.P. is “to reduce the number of aliens 

taking advantage of U.S. law and discourage false asylum claims” (DHS, 2019).  As one DHS 

official described, “M.P.P. is the logical extension of the Consequence Delivery System… [b]y 

the logic of it, M.P.P. is the biggest deterrent of all” (Blitzer, 2019).  Although in March 2020 

COVID-19 resulted in a temporary suspension of all M.P.P.-related court hearings, this has 

merely restored U.S. boundary enforcement to an earlier paradigm of rapid-fire post-

apprehension “catch-and-release,” redirecting migration patterns back out into desert corridors 

characterized by extraordinary levels of danger, risk and hardship.   

To summarize the above, neither PTD nor its carceral extensions aim to categorically 

prohibit territorial entry, nor to enforce formal juridical exclusion.  Rather, these practices 

assume that some migrants will succeed in their effort to enter and remain in the United States; 

but that the hardship and suffering they experience along the way, and the knowledge about 

these conditions, will then circulate across a population in order to prevent future would-be 

migrants from choosing to undertake the journey.  Appreciation of this point ought to buttress 

Mezzadra and Neilson’s (2013) call to move beyond a focus on the border as a source of 
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“negative” power, to examine it for its productive effects.  These include its effects not just on 

those living abroad who might consider crossing the border at some time in the future, but also 

on the millions of U.S. residents who have already done so, and who have a visceral, first-hand 

memory of what it required to survive the corral apparatus and its carceral supplements.  

Importantly, this means that the threat of deportation communicates not only the prospect of 

prolonged separation from one’s home, family and/or employment, but also of once again 

having to reckon with the costs, dangers and hardships involved in navigating the corral 

apparatus if one were to attempt to shorten this separation extralegally.  Inevitably, this 

prospect carries profound disciplinary effects on labor practices in the United States (see 

Harrison and Loyd, 2012), as well on peoples’ willingness to circulate in public, access services, 

and otherwise participate in civic life (Menjívar, 2006; McDowell and Wonders, 2010; 

Potochnick et al., 2017; Baker and Marchevsky, 2019).  The effects are not just behavioral, of 

course, but also material, as affirmed by an emerging area of inquiry that attends to how the 

enforcement logics examined above drive ongoing patterns of financial dispossession in both 

“sending” and “receiving” communities alike, corresponding to the increasing costs of 

immigration bond (Boyce and Launius, 2019) and an increase in the prices charged by human 

smugglers, as the difficulty of the migrant journey grows over time (Enriquez, 2015; Johnson 

and Woodhouse, 2018).  Although a detailed exploration of these outcomes is beyond the 

scope of this paper, we flag them here to highlight for the reader how the Border Patrol’s 

deterrence practices disseminate harm in ways that register well beyond the process and 

location of border crossing itself, with repercussions that are spatially and temporally extensive. 
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6. Conclusion 

In this paper we have described and measured the Border Patrol’s construction of a corral 

apparatus across remote desert areas along the Mexico / United States border.  Comprised of a 

constellation of tactical infrastructure like walls, checkpoints and surveillance towers, we have 

revealed through geospatial modeling and the statements of government officials how this 

apparatus is designed to combine with environmental conditions of climate and terrain to 

narrow the paths of travel available to unauthorized migrants, driving them toward increasingly 

isolated, difficult and dangerous desert corridors.  Rather than categorically blocking 

movement, this outcome is intended to accomplish a deterrent effect, and we have discussed 

the relationship between this logic of deterrence and U.S. counterinsurgency doctrine as a way 

to understand how the United States’ construction of a corral apparatus is connected to the 

evolution of a host of supplementary pre- and post-apprehension carceral infrastructures and 

administrative practices designed to maximize the uncertainty, suffering and delay associated 

with the migrant journey – regardless of whether or not one is ultimately successful entering 

and remaining in the United States.   Finally, we have suggested that these initiatives, which we 

use the phrase “infrastructures of deterrence” to describe, likely carry enduring political, 

economic and disciplinary behavioral effects that merit greater attention from scholars.  

There are many other sites and contexts where attention to the materialization of state 

violence through the fabric of the built and natural environment could open novel political, 

conceptual, and empirical horizons for inquiry. In the context of boundary policing and 

immigration control, this includes places like southern Mexico and the French/Italian border 

where checkpoints have been strategically located to deny migrants access to particular 
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infrastructures of transit, redirecting routes of travel into surrounding mountainous areas 

where, as along the Mexico / United States border, migrants are subjected to difficult and 

extreme conditions of climate and terrain (Pallister-Wilkins, 2019).  We might also consider the 

refugee “hotspot” system in Europe, where bureaucratic inertia and spatial isolation combine 

to artificially manipulate the space-time of the migrant journey, resulting in prolonged 

conditions of geographic isolation, containment, and liminality that exhaust peoples’ psychic, 

physiological and financial reserves (Andersson, 2014; Tazzioli, 2018).  Finally, at a more 

mundane level, we might attend to those pervasive and everyday ways that life-sustaining 

infrastructures are either imposed or denied in order to manufacture a “hostile environment” 

intended to discourage immigration, or else to compel immigrants to “self-deport” (Theodore, 

2011;  Yuval-Davis et al., 2018; Boyce et al., 2019b).   

In a more general register, we suggest that geographers might pay greater attention to 

how counterinsurgent logics become incorporated into architecture and design, whereby the 

specific contours of the built environment can either “interrupt or rearticulate dominant 

techniques of power” (Scott, 2016; 31).  In reflecting on this point, we owe a great debt to 

Weizman’s (2017) call for research attuned to “the common elements of our built environment 

– buildings, details, cities, and landscapes, as well as their representations in media and as data 

– as entry points from which to interrogate contemporary processes,” including those human 

rights abuses associated with “state and corporate violence” (9).  Such an approach certainly 

includes Weizman’s own well-known research on the everyday infrastructures of military 

occupation in Palestine, as well as that of the forensic architecture research laboratory he 

helped to found.  But we might also consider more ubiquitous forms of spatial intervention, 
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such as the post-1970s proliferation of external stairwells on many college campuses in order to 

multiply points of entry and render much more difficult the student protest tactic of building 

occupation; or those practices of “hostile architecture” intended to dissuade specific behaviors 

associated with youth, with protest, or with unhoused populations (Rosenberger, 2020).  Each 

of the examples above suggests a need for greater research attention to how infrastructure and 

design are mobilized not only to sustain or diminish life, but also to coercively prevent or deter 

particular kinds of human behavior – with important implications for everyday social and 

political practice through and across space.  
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