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ABSTRACT TO THE DISSERTATION 

What are the consequences of expanded US border and immigration enforcement in the 

Americas? How do migrant policing, apprehension, and removal alter livelihoods, landscapes, 

and wellbeing in migrant-sending communities? Despite decades of mass apprehension and 

removal of undocumented communities from the US and increasingly from spaces of migrant 

transit, we know very little about how the practices and consequences of expanded enforcement 

reverberate across migrant-sending communities. This dissertation, based on intensive and 

comparative qualitative research with deportees, local leaders, and other relevant actors in rural 

Guatemala, aims to fill key empirical and conceptual gaps on these questions through a focus on 

the processes and implications of widespread migrant indebtedness and dispossession stemming 

from apprehension, deportation, and other enforcement-related actions. This dissertation makes 

several novel contributions to our understanding of contemporary enforcement outcomes. First, it 

reveals how expanded enforcement fosters extreme indebtedness among migrants that, following 

apprehension and removal, often generate profound financial hardships and imperil homes and 

land used to guarantee smuggling loans. The crisis of debt and dispossession from removal 

supersede enforcement’s power to deter, in turn perpetuating cycles of debt-driven migration 

from Guatemala to the US and legitimating the continued expansion of enforcement. Second, it 

illustrates the processes and wider consequences of the dispossession of mortgaged homes and 

land among migrants/deportees and their families. With the goal of adding additional nuance to 

debates on migration and agrarian change, which have tended emphasize changes flowing from 

remittance influx and local labor loss, it demonstrates how migration under expanded 

enforcement drives the extraction of wealth from migrant-sending households and subjects 

deportees to new forms of labor exploitation and vulnerability. It reveals how enforcement 
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practices beyond removal, including everyday conditions of “deportability” among unauthorized 

migrants in the US, can also drive land dispossessions in migrant-sending communities. Third, 

aiming to contribute to a new “post-removal geographies,” this research draws on critical 

agrarian studies to highlight how migrant debt burdens and processes of migrant/deportee 

dispossession and differentiation are inherently uneven, and informed by entangled moral and 

material economies around migration financial practices and agrarian dynamics. It argues for 

greater engagement with site-specific histories, relations, and meanings around migration and 

agrarian change when assessing removal outcomes. As a whole, research demonstrates how 

expanded enforcement heightens the need for migration in the Americas through generating 

profound crises in everyday and generational social reproduction, while simultaneously 

impeding and punishing the mobility of displaced communities. Collectively this dissertation 

aims to contribute to policy debates on the inefficacies of contemporary enforcement approaches 

while also advancing literatures on border and immigration studies, emerging post-removal 

geographies, and agrarian studies. 



 

 12 

INTRODUCTION TO THE DISSERTATION 

Between 2000-2019, the US conducted over 6.23 million known removals of 

unauthorized entrants from US national territory (DHS 2018). The vast majority of these 

deportations involved individuals hailing from Central America and Mexico. The scale of 

removal from the perspective of some migrant-sending countries is breathtaking. For example, 

between 2004 and 2019 (the range of currently available data), at least 434,913 known removals 

from the US involved Guatemalan citizens (IGM 2020), equating to roughly 2.5% of 

Guatemala’s national population. When including terrestrial removals from Mexico, which 

beginning in 2014 roughly equaled or even surpassed annual removals from the US under 

increasing collaborative migrant policing between the US and countries of transit (Hiemstra 

2019a), the total removal of Guatemalan citizens climbs to nearly one million forced returns in 

the last 15-odd years, or the equivalent to one in every 20 Guatemalan nationals.   

Despite the immense scale of coordinated exclusion and expulsion, which have sought to 

disrupt historic cycles of labor migration and exact egregious punishments on displaced and 

mobile communities, we know startlingly little about the immediate and long-term implications 

of apprehension and removal for migrants, their families, and migrant-sending communities. 

Research in the social sciences over the past two decades has contributed important empirical 

and conceptual work on the ever-expanding geographies of immigration deterrence, policing, 

and punishment. Yet, geographers have only recently turned their attention to assessing mass 

removal and its outcomes from the perspective of migrants and migrant-sending communities 

(e.g.: Hiemstra 2012; Roldán Andrade 2014; Slack et al. 2015; Slack and Martínez 2020; Ybarra 

2017), leaving several crucial empirical and conceptual questions unanswered. Only in the past 

year have geographers presented the foundations of what could constitute a “post-removal 



 

 13 

geographies” that explicitly examines “what happens after deportation” (Slack and Martínez 

2020). While we are beginning to gain a deeper understanding of the multiple of social, physical, 

economic, and emotional experiences and hardships generated from enforcement policy and 

practice, we particularly lack deeper assessment of the wider implications of these hardships for 

migrant-sending households and communities. The ways expanded border and immigration 

enforcement reverberate across and reshape social and material landscapes in countries of 

migrant origin, and their subsequent implications, remain largely unevaluated.   

This dissertation, drawing from extensive qualitative research with deportees, local 

leaders, families, and others in rural Guatemala, aims to fill key empirical and conceptual gaps in 

our understanding of the contemporary experiences and outcomes of removal for deportees and 

others. It seeks to move beyond description of hardships to provide more concrete conceptual 

contributions to the emerging post-removal geographies literature. My research on the 

consequences of removal is specifically grounded in the comparative investigation of a 

particularly salient and damaging outcome of enforcement: migrant debt burdens and processes 

of property dispossession stemming from exposure to border and immigration enforcement. As 

described in Appendix A (Johnson and Woodhouse 2018), the eroding viability of rural 

smallholder livelihoods in Guatemala has promoted many to pursue undocumented migration to 

the US as a means to ensure every day and generational social reproduction. The rising cost of 

migration under expanded enforcement, however, has pushed many prospective migrants to fund 

their journeys in part or completely through high-interest smuggling loans, typically guaranteed 

with titles to their homes and land. In the early-1990s smuggling fees reached roughly $500. By 

the 2000s, with the expansion of policing, surveillance, barriers, and removals, the price had 

climbed to approximately $5,000 (Johnson 2021). At the time of research (2017-2019), the cost 
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of being smuggled to the US hovered between $9,000 and $12,000 per individual, with 

moneylenders or at times banks typically charging 3%-10% interest per month calculated over 

the outstanding principal balance, the original principal, or even compounded with accrued 

interest. Simultaneously, expanded border and immigration enforcement has made 

undocumented migration to the US increasingly risky, with migrants now facing growing threats 

of apprehension, deportation, or other hardships such as migrant kidnapping and disappearance. 

These outcomes can ultimately impede smuggling loan repayment as this scale of debt is 

virtually impossible for most smallholders, deportees, families, or widowers and widows to 

repay from within Guatemala under current employment opportunities and political-economic 

circumstances. Expanded enforcement can accordingly generate ballooning debts and deep 

economic hardships that threaten mortgaged properties with foreclosure, in turn fueling cycles of 

debt-driven return migration as indebted households seek to save imperiled assets or recover 

what’s already been lost to loan default.  

Within the slim collection of work on post-removal geographies, scholarship on migrant 

debt and dispossession from removal or other enforcement actions is even more limited. To my 

knowledge, Nancy Hiemstra (2012, 2017, 2019b), who has conducted extensive research in 

Ecuador, remains the only geographer in the US academy to have explicitly explored debt 

dynamics among deportees. The topic has received slightly more attention in anthropology and 

other branches of the social sciences, with a handful of scholars working primarily in Latin 

America over the last decade encountering patterns of deportation, debt, hardship, and at times 

return migration attempts among migrants and deportees (Bezares Cóbar 2009; Gramajo Bauer 

2019a, 2019b; Golash-Boza 2015; Heidbrink 2019, 2020; Martínez Rodas 2019; Roldán 

Andrade 2014; Quino González 2016; Rus and Rus 2014; Stoll 2010, 2012). Research by 
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sociologist Liza Schuster, along with international relations scholar Nassim Majidi, have also 

published work on debt, stigma, and cycles of return migration among Afghans deported from 

Iran and Europe (Schuster and Majidi 2013, 2014). A small number of other geographers 

working on migration and agrarian change have observed the high cost of migration and 

incidence of unpaid smuggling debts among deportees and other returnees but have yet to 

include debt as a core theme of research (Aguilar-Støen et al. 2016; Hostettler 2007; Jockish 

2002). 

Much of the currently available literature on migrant debt originates from crucial research 

with migrants and deportees in Guatemala, with Gramajo Bauer recently raising the question: 

“what happens to [deported] Guatemalans?” (2019a: xxiv). Scholars in Guatemala have long 

studied the dynamics and implicaitons of international labor migration for migrants and their 

communities, with a particular focus on shifting sociocultural landscapes and subjectivities 

among predominantly indigenous migrants (Camus 2007, 2008; Martínez Rodas 2015; 

Piedrasanta Herrera 2016; Roldán Andrade et al. 2017). Emerging research has paid increasing 

attention to the complex dynamics of return migration (both voluntary and forced) and 

reintegration in Guatemala (Bezares Cóbar 2009; Falla 2008; Falla and Yojcom 2012; Gramajo 

Bauer 2019a; Martínez Rodas 2019; Piedrasanta Herrera 2016; Quino Gonzáles 2016; Roldán 

Andrade 2014). Several studies have identified the persistence of smuggling debts among 

migrants, returnees, and deportees (Bezares Cóbar’s  2009; Gramajo Bauer 2019; Heidbrink 

2019; Lykes et al. 2015; Martínez Rodas 2019; Rayo Muñoz 2016; Roldan Andrade 2014; Stoll 

2010). For example, Patricia Bezares Cóbar’s (2009) important survey with victims of the 

infamous 2008 Postville, Iowa immigration raid revealed that numerous deportees from the US 

back to the departments (states) of Chimaltenango y Sacatepéquez returned with outstanding 
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smuggling debts and very real chances of losing properties due to migration loan default (see 

also Quino Gonzáles 2016). Later work by the anthropologist David Stoll (2010, 2012) also 

noted the prevalence of migration debt, default, and property dispossession among deportees and 

other migrant-sending households in the municipality of Nebaj, El Quiché during the Great 

Recession, which reduced work opportunities for undocumented migrants in the US required to 

repay loans. Roldán Andrade (2014) has observed the deep psychosocial stresses and challenges 

of reintegration experienced by indebted deportees in the department of Huehuetenango. A 

research team led by Brinton Lykes encountered extremely high levels of debt among migrant-

sending households in Zacualpa, El Quiché (Lykes et al. 2015). My own research (Johnson and 

Woodhouse 2018) expanded on these past observations by highlighting how growing border and 

immigration enforcement both produces heighted migrant indebtedness and perpetuates cycles of 

return migration due to the extreme hardships and tangible threats of dispossession of mortgaged 

properties from outstanding smuggling loans. Most recently, anthropologist Lauren Heidbrink 

has published crucial work on debt dynamics among indigenous youth in different regions of 

Guatemala’s western highlands (Heidbrink 2019, 2020; Heidbrink and Statz 2017). Heidbrink 

similarly notes that “remigration may be the only viable means of debt repayment” (2019: 264) 

following removal back to Guatemala. Gramajo Bauer (2019a, 2019b) also highlights the 

extreme economic and psychosocial burdens of debt among deportees across the western 

highlands, similarly emphasizing how deportation and debt foster cycles of return migration.  

 These past contributions make clear the role of expanded enforcement in generating risk, 

hardships, possibilities of dispossession, and cycles of return migration among deportees and 

others. Yet, no known research moves beyond the exploration or description of the threats posed 

by debt to systematically assess the processes and implications of dispossession itself, 
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specifically how patterns of debt, dispossession, and differentiation might unfold unevenly 

across Guatemala’s complex social and agrarian geographies, what mediates these 

differentiations, and their consequences for communities and continued migration flows. For 

example, Bezares Cóbar (2009), along with Roldán Andrade (2014), Lykes et al. (2015), and 

Gamajo Bauer (2019a), stop short of exploring whether observed debts actually drive asset 

dispossession. Stoll (2010, 2012) wholesale dismisses the role of expanded enforcement in the 

production of debt and dispossession, instead focusing on expanded borrowing from microcredit 

development initiatives, inflationary pressures from migration and remittances, and limited work 

in the US in fueling a local foreclosure crisis. Heidbrink (2019, 2020) illustrates the political-

economic conditions that generate widespread indebtedness and migration from Guatemala, 

while also revealing how youth and migrant-sending families manage and understand debt. Yet, 

despite noting instances of property seizure following deportation, Heidbrink similarly provides 

little detail on dispossession or the wider implications of these trends at different scales. 

A common thread uniting existing scholarship on migration is the recognition of the deep 

links between migration and agrarian dynamics. For example, past scholarship in Guatemala 

identifies processes of agrarian change, particularly smallholder displacement for land and 

farming livelihoods, as a principal driver of out-migration (Carte et al. 2019; Heidbrink 2019; 

2020; Johnson and Woodhouse 2018). Research also illustrates how access to mortgageable 

properties is essential for securing capital to cover growing migration fees (Johnson and 

Woodhouse 2018). Furthermore, a vast body of scholarship across the social sciences reveals 

how agrarian dynamics in migrant-sending communities both shape and are shaped by migration 

patterns and outcomes (Johnson 2021). Although there is a robust literature on migration and 

agrarian change in the Americas, scholars have generally overlooked how expanded enforcement 
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can foster a very different suite of dynamics, trajectories, and outcomes for contemporary 

landscapes in migrant-sending regions, however (Johnson 2021). The existing literature on 

migrant debt and deportation reveals the grim economic and social consequences of land 

dispossession for smallholders, and even suggests that these dynamics help concentrate local 

landholdings into the hands of moneylenders (Heidbrink 2019; Johnson and Woodhouse 2018). 

Yet, in this body of work the links between debt and agrarian change have largely been cursory 

or speculative, with little concrete research on site-specific agrarian histories and dynamics, their 

role in mediating these processes, or their wider outcomes (Johnson 2021; see also Appendix C). 

Furthermore, as highlighted in Appendix C, research on these processes remains conceptually 

thin, with scholars understanding debt burdens and dispossession in fairly uniform or mechanical 

terms, while overlooking wider theoretical contributions that underscore the multifaceted and 

multidirectional nature of these processes. 

With these gaps in mind, this dissertation makes important empirical and conceptual 

contributions on several levels to advance our understanding of contemporary migration under 

expanded border and immigration enforcement. First, it aims to provide a more robust 

accounting of the implications of contemporary enforcement as it extends well beyond borders 

and into households and spaces in migrant-sending regions. A specific focus on debt and 

dispossession provides new data on critical yet under-examined element of contemporary 

enforcement as well as a better sense of enforcement’s spatial and temporal scope. Second, it 

highlights the ways enforcement outcomes are mediated and negotiated through site-specific 

dynamics to produce uneven migration and enforcement outcomes, revealing some of the 

variables that lead certain migrant-sending communities to experience enforcement hardships 

more deeply than others, how these uneven burdens may generate social differentiations at wider 
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scales, and how enforcement consequences may be distributed spatially across the complex 

geographies of migrant-sending countries to perpetuate displacement. Third, this research 

deepens our understanding of how enforcement transforms social and material landscapes in 

migrant-sending communities, and how these transformations, particularly dispossessions, might 

then cycle back to shape contemporary migration itself, such as reinforcing the need for 

communities to migrate through deeper marginalization and differentiation and shaping the 

strategies migrants employ to secure their livelihoods under constrained mobility. And finally, it 

aims to forge stronger conceptual links between disparate literature in critical migration studies 

and agrarian studies to facilitate continued research on this pressing topic in different contexts. In 

doing so, this dissertation also aims to contribute critical policy critique or witnessing to 

contemporary enforcement practice and its egregious outcomes, which have contributed 

widespread hardships and insecurity among displaced communities in Guatemala and beyond. I 

believe this research comes at a crucial moment as enforcement policy helps drive a unique form 

of restructuring of the Americas, in which the hardships and consequences of debt, deportation, 

and dispossession generate a greater need for marginalized households and communities to 

migrate, while simultaneously impeding and imperiling their ability to do so. 

Research with migrant-sending communities in Guatemala, where many regions have 

deep histories with cycles of labor migration both within the country and across borders, presents 

a particularly compelling case study to explore these themes. With prolonged histories of rural 

displacement, Guatemala is one of the principal counties of origin for unauthorized migrants 

apprehended at the US-Mexico border or within US territory. Continued unauthorized migration 

remains central to the everyday and generation reproduction of numerous rural households under 

the continued erosion of smallholders and semi-subsistence livelihoods. Guatemala’s nearly half-
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century history of undocumented migration to the US provides important historical perspectives 

for understanding how the expansion of enforcement and migrant debt and dispossession 

represents a departure from past migration experiences and outcomes. Guatemala also constitutes 

the principal site of current scholarship on deportation, debt, and hardship in the Americas and 

likely the world, offering important conceptual and empirical foundations for continued 

investigation on these pressing themes. The country bears profound historical, sociocultural, 

agro-ecological, and political economic differences across migrant-sending communities, which 

are keenly observed between the two sites selected for fieldwork. This diversity presents an 

opportunity for comparative work to tease out how debt, enforcement, dispossession shape and 

are shaped by a range of key variables, as well as their diverse implications. While centered in 

Guatemala, the findings presented in this dissertation offer findings on key dynamics and 

outcomes of contemporary migration and enforcement with relevance in other research contexts.  

 

Conceptual Grounding 

Theoretical arguments are explored in greater depth in each article, yet overall research is 

informed by linkages between critical geographies of border and immigration enforcement and 

recent interventions in critical agrarian studies and feminist geographies. Research in geography 

continues to explore the emergence, architecture, and outcomes of contemporary border and 

immigration enforcement. Critical geographies of border and immigration enforcement have 

sought to highlight the contradictory and often damaging consequences of these processes for 

diverse communities across space. For example, Jones (2016) highlights how borders help 

generate the very insecurity, violence, and disorder that they ostensibly seek to prevent or contain 

(see also Williams 2016). Scholars have also illustrated how the expansion of enforcement in US 
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national territories produces profound insecurity and hardship for communities within the US 

(Boyce and Launius 2019; Peutz and De Genova 2010). A growing body of work on migrant 

apprehension and removal emphasizes how deportation paradoxically perpetuates cycles of 

undocumented return migration (Hiemstra 2012; Johnson and Woodhouse 2018). Relevant to this 

dissertation, geographies of border and immigration enforcement specifically ask us to critically 

evaluate enforcement discourses, logics, and actions through attention to the lived experiences of 

apprehension and removal as they unfold unevenly across different spaces and communities 

(Slack and Martínez 2020). This approach turns our attention to the ways that policies and 

practices in the name security produce deep precarity and hardship for migrants and others, and 

how these outcomes cycle back to shape and perpetuate both contemporary undocumented 

migration flows and enforcement practices.  

Critical agrarian studies (Edelman and Wolford 2017), meanwhile, seeks to analyze 

“agrarian social classes and the political-economic forces that call them into existence or make 

them disappear, and that facilitate or impede their reproduction” (Edelman and Wolford 2017: 

963). Classic agrarian studies has long evaluated shifting social dynamics of agrarian change 

under the development of capitalist agriculture, highlighting how the biophysical and 

socioeconomic dimensions of agricultural production help shape diverse trajectories of agrarian 

change (Chayanov 1977; Kautsky 1998; Lenin 2004; Marx 1976). Critical agrarian studies 

similarly recognizes the “multidirectionality and multiple determinations of class differentiation 

processes” (Sajadin 2020: 19), yet expands from classic approaches to include the important role 

of culture, power, and meanings in shaping trajectories of change (Edelman and Wolford 2017). 

Or, as Akram-Lodhi summarizes, “class analysis needs to be multidimensional: identifying and 
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exploring the cultural, ecological, social, political and economic factors and forces that facilitate 

or impede class formation” (2018; para. 10).   

Of particular relevance to this dissertation are the multifaceted and contingent dimensions 

of debt and dispossession in processes of differentiation. Scholarship in agrarian studies has 

made important contributions to our understanding of the financial and more-than-financial 

dimensions of debt. Earlier work in agrarian studies, largely focusing on class dynamics among 

producers, identified debt as “the key mechanism alienating peasants from their means of 

production” (Gerber 2014: 731; see also Chayanov 1977; Fairbain et al. 2014; Kautsky 1988; 

Lenin 2004). More recent scholarship adds analytical complexity to these relations, with Green 

(2020) and others emphasizing how rural debt dynamics extend beyond class to be shaped by 

other social hierarches, obligations, and meanings (Deere 1990; Guérin 2014; Guérin and 

Venkatasubramanian 2020; Green and Estes 2019; Taylor 2011). Indeed, debt is imbued with 

diverse arrangements, logics, trajectories, and outcomes that cannot be taken for granted but 

must be explored. As Peebles’s insightful summary of scholarship on debt demonstrates, the 

moral debates around debt are co-constitutive of their material dynamics and effects (2010: 225). 

With regards to this dissertation, CAS emphasizes the importance of deep engagement with the 

diverse histories, experiences, meanings, and processes related to migration, land, and 

livelihoods that shape differentiated debt burdens and trajectories of dispossession and agrarian 

change among deportees, being particularly careful to recognize the important role of meanings 

and practices in informing these processes. 

To work through the contingencies identified in critical migration and agrarian change 

literature, this research also draws from perspectives in feminist geographies that advance an 

analysis of everyday lived experience and the uneven distribution of risks and burdens 
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throughout wider processes of social change (Strauss and Meehan 2015). Feminist geographies 

have played a crucial role in advancing literature on migration, enforcement, and removal by 

“drawing connections between policymaking and the everyday lives of migrants” (Heimstra 

2012: 294; see also Slack and Martínez 2020; Vogt 2013). An emphasis on lived experience calls 

attention to how enforcement and agrarian change shape the everyday material realities of 

migrants and deportees and, crucially, how these processes unfold and are experienced 

differentially across diverse social landscapes. Research is also anchored in an analysis of 

household social reproduction, including “the material and social practices through which people 

reproduce themselves on a daily and generational basis” (Katz 2001: 709), particularly as they 

relate to or are shaped by the different opportunities and constraints produced by debt (Gerber 

2014). Emphasizing the enduring or diminishing viability of rural smallholder families and 

continued importance of land for social reproduction is particularly useful for assessing 

processes of differentiation across different geographic and temporal scales.  

Research at the intersection of border and immigration enforcement geographies and 

critical agrarian studies, and as informed by feminist geographies, opens space for the evaluation 

of the ways border and immigration enforcement might transform livelihoods and landscapes, 

the range of factors mediating these processes, and their wider outcomes for migrant-sending 

communities, migration flows, and the architecture of enforcement. It enables an evaluation of 

how enforcement hardships are situated in or complimented by tangible social and physical 

landscapes and how they are experienced or unfold unevenly across different social groups. It 

forges stronger links between enforcement action at the border and the lived experiences of 

migrant-sending households and communities. Research on situated debt burdens and tendencies 
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of dispossession reveals how enforcement helps drive unique processes of differentiation across 

and within migrant-sending communities, as well as their wider outcomes. 

 

Historical Geographies of Debt and Displacement 

Indigenous Mayan communities in Guatemala, which constitute 41.7% of the national 

population (with significantly higher concentrations in many rural areas) across 22 different 

groups (INE 2021), have experienced waves of displacement since the colonial era. 

Contemporary patterns of migration and debt stem directly from successive patterns of land 

dispossession and livelihood displacement under diverse forms of economic and extra-economic 

coercion. Yet, these historic processes have been highly uneven across Guatemala’s complex 

social and agro-ecological geographies and mediated by various forms of resistance and 

negotiation by communities seeking to retain landholdings (Grandin 2000; Lovell 2015; 

McCreery 1994; Watanabe 1990). As Smith (1990) argues, resistance to full proletarianization 

and capitalist relations of production has historically constituted “a major element in the 

maintenance of [Indigenous] cultural identity” (25-26). A review of Guatemala’s historic 

geographies of displacement reveals land’s sustained economic and cultural significance for 

Indigenous communities and how smallholder persistence on land informs contemporary 

processes of migration and differentiation. Moreover, how past processes of displacement and 

resistance unfolded unevenly across Guatemala’s complex geographies highlights how situated 

differences continue to shape unique textures and trajectories of migrant debt and dispossession 

following removal. 

 

 



 

 25 

Colonial Period  

European colonialism, beginning in the 1500s, sparked profound changes in land access 

and control of labor power for indigenous communities in Guatemala. Lacking immediate 

resource wealth, Guatemala’s western highlands constituted a kind of “periphery of the 

periphery” for the Spanish empire, which at first precluded more intensive forms of violence, 

dispossession, and displacement compared to other regions of the Americas (Lovell 2015; 

Taracena Arriola 1997). In the western highlands, colonial exploitation took the form of heavy 

tribute payments and intermittent labor requirements through the encomienda and later 

repartimiento systems. The new colonial government forced spatially dispersed households 

across the countryside to concentrate into new urban centers (congregaciones) to facilitate 

taxation, rule, and religious conversion. The crown granted the new congregaciones communal 

ejido lands to meet tribute requirements and assure the reproduction of labor (Martínez Peláez 

2009; McCreery 1994). Yet as Lovell (2015) observes, despite the forced settlement, many 

households continued to work their traditional parcels while others escaped back to their lands in 

the hills to avoid tribute and labor requirements. Being on the margins allowed Indigenous 

communities to practice, to varied degrees, autonomy and the maintenance of ancestral 

landholdings, agricultural practices, and cultural autonomy. 

Although some villages were able to hold onto ancestral lands, the effects of widespread 

disease and heavy tribute requirements from the crown left many communities depleted. The 

population decline and economic wreckage shortly following the initial Spanish invasion 

prompted a shift to systems of debt peonage in the 1600s, with early settlers turning to debt to 

secure claims to dwindling indigenous labor for their emerging haciendas. Moreover, obligations 

to the crown were so great that “entering into debt peonage with a Spanish landholder offered 
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better prospects for survival than remaining a tributary of the crown” (Lovell 2015: 132). 

Spanish settlers, who had initially concentrated in the eastern part of the country, began to move 

into the western highlands and establish haciendas beginning in the late-1600s on lands that were 

ostensibly unoccupied by or had been dispossessed from indigenous communities. Yet, these new 

settler land grabs occurred in tandem with or following the establishment of indigenous property 

rights on community ejidos backed by the crown. Amid the recovery of the indigenous 

population following the initial spread of disease, violence, and exploitation, communities were 

able to defend much of their ancestral holdings, customary governance, and political authority in 

the face of new colonial land claims (Lovell 2015; Martínez Peláez 2009). 

For example, by the time the Spanish and other European colonists began to settle in 

Quetzaltenango (the site of doctoral fieldwork in the highlands) in greater numbers in the 1600s, 

Maya K’iche’ elites had already standardized the community’s ejido land claims with the crown 

and codified customary practices of land and resource governance. Some K’iche’ elites even 

came to form a landowning class themselves. With established land claims the K’iche’ were able 

to ensure continued agricultural production for community subsistence through milpa (corn, 

beans, and squash polyculture), control over natural resources and productive processes 

(including credit sources), and access to agricultural markets that together positioned the K’iche’ 

to retain regional authority and customary subsistence practices amid the arrival of a new 

European and Creole elite and the spread of agrarian capitalism (Grandin 2020; Taracena Arriola 

1997). Being marginal to the crown relative to other regions of Guatemala, the tribute 

requirements for Quetzaltenango were never especially onerous, while debt peonage bonds with 

new Creole plantations were based more on incentives than coercion. In effect, K’iche’ producers 

were able to “engage with the larger colonial economy on their own terms” (Grandin 2000: 52). 
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Liberal Reforms and Coffee Capitalism 

While numerous threats to indigenous landholdings and customary governance ebbed and 

flowed during the late-colonial period and following Guatemalan independence in 1821 (in no 

small part due Indigenous community resistance), this socioeconomic order in rural Guatemala 

was upended with the emergence of a new liberal regime beginning in the 1870s (Cambranes 

1985; Grandin 2000; Lovell 2015; McCreery 1994). The capture of the state in 1871 by an 

emerging coffee plantation elite sought to put Guatemala’s land and labor in the service of export 

agriculture. The liberal era witnessed mass appropriations of land for expanded coffee 

production, pushes to privatize community ejido lands, new decrees and forms of coercion to 

compel indigenous labor, and resurgent debt peonage (McCreery 1983, 1994). As Grandin 

(2000) argues of the era: “more than ever before in the history of the colony or the nation, elites 

viewed Indians as a labor force to be mobilized. For the next seventy years…the state, in effect, 

legislated primitive capital accumulation, using its political and military power to break the 

subsistence base of communities and make indigenous land and labor available to the rapacious 

needs of finqueros” (plantation owners) (11). In effect, the new post-colonial state returned to 

authoritarian colonial practices to form a new liberal era.   

The expansion of coffee cultivation drove widespread land dispossessions in diverse 

regions of Guatemala. In the west, core indigenous ejido lands were generally safeguarded, as 

the state continued to respect ejido rights to ensure the production of goods and reproduction of 

labor, and most highland communities were situated at elevations exceeding the suitable range 

for coffee cultivation (Grandin 2000; McCreery 1983, 1994). Appropriations instead targeted 

lightly used or ostensibly empty lands in lower, warmer valleys and along the Pacific piedmont. 

Land appropriations for coffee occurred through new laws that pushed for the widespread titling 
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of rented municipal lands and ostensibly unoccupied parcels throughout national territory. While 

much of the new coffee lands were technically unoccupied or untitled, in some instances they 

included areas that highland villages “claimed and even worked for hundreds of years” 

(McCreery 1983: 739). The lands, in effect, had been made empty through prior creation of 

congregaciones and shifting land laws. As new coffee settlers moved in, communities lost 

ancestral lands that fell outside of the initial colonial ejidos, but that they had customarily used to 

supplement production on their titled lands. In other instances, as documented by González Izás 

in El Quiché (2002), the liberal estate appropriated vast tracts of indigenous lands unsuitable for 

coffee cultivation to facilitate ladino (non-indigenous, Spanish speaking individuals) 

colonization into the highlands to expand state power and position ladinos as authorities and 

guarantors over indigenous labor. By whittling down indigenous lands access the liberal laws 

had the effect of “severely [reducing] the community’s subsistence base” (739; see also Esquit 

2002; Piedrasanta Herrera 2014).  

The state also encouraged land privatization within community ejidos in the hope of 

increasing agricultural output (McCreery 1983). As Grandin (2000) observes, how the 

privatization of ejidos played out depended on a community’s specific political and social 

relations, with some communities opting to title communal plots to farmers already practicing de 

facto ownership over specific customary parcels for generations, and others finding ways to use 

the new titling laws to expand their communal ejido landholdings.  

With coffee land being relatively easy to secure, a much bigger problem for the emerging 

finquero elite was mobilizing labor. Workers in the highlands had little incentive to seek wage 

labor on new coffee fincas due the limited cash needs and commitment to subsistence agriculture 

and social and ritual obligations within their communities. Equally important, labor requirements 
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for coffee were generally seasonal. Coffee producers needed to mobilize indigenous labor for 

certain periods of the growing cycle without also undermining (or paying for) the reproduction of 

labor outside these periods. This necessitated continued community control over enough land to 

ensure continued subsistence production to survive outside of peak coffee season. The liberal 

state turned to extra-economic coercion (McCreery 1983). In addition to land dispossessions in 

the highlands to coerce farmers into labor (González Izás 2002), the government enacted forced 

wage labor laws and new taxes reminiscent of the repartimiento system during the colonial 

period. In 1877 the state expanded mandamiento labor drafts (Decree 177) that required 

individuals to work for a certain number of days at a set wage for the state or on the plantations. 

An anti-vagrancy law (Decree 243) later codified conscription and state work drafts, yet gave 

exemption to those workers with contracts and debts with plantations (McCreery 1983). The 

exhausting, unpredictable, and expanding requirement of the mandamiento, which greatly 

disrupted subsistence production and community life in the highlands, coupled with a reduced 

land base following privatization, pushed many workers to “seek refuge in more predictable 

exactions” of debt peonage with specific fincas (McCreery 1983: 742; see also González Izás 

2002). As Grandin elaborates, laborers “could exercise some control and seek protection” from 

state abuse and exploitation “by allying themselves with relatively preferential patrones” 

(bosses) (2000: 199). For seventy-odd years, debt peonage and work requirements for coffee 

dominated the lives of highland communities, with workers required to carry around small books 

detailing their debt contracts with specific fincas as proof against vagrancy for state authorities.  

The legal system of debt peonage ended in the 1930s following a series of crises that 

fostered turmoil as well as growing indigenous resistance to exploitation on the plantations 

(McCreery 1983, 1994). By that time, however, the liberal land and labor reforms had 
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profoundly changed the Guatemalan countryside. Years of debt-driven labor coercion, land 

privatizations, a diminished subsistence base, and limited capacity to reproduce community 

social relations “broke the independence of the highland communities, instilling…the habits and 

discipline of wage labor and creating new needs that could only be satisfied with money earned 

on the fincas” (McCreery 1983: 759; González Izás 2002). These changes did not fully eliminate 

subsistence production (in some ways even reinforcing it), yet they constituted a kind of “partial 

primitive accumulation” that expanded capitalist relations into new social spaces and pushed 

many into labor markets as a growing, regularly indebted semi-proletarian labor pool (McCreery 

1994). Land privatization helped concentrate landholdings into fewer hands, which generated 

new socioeconomic differentiations within the communities. Indigenous land governance shifted 

from a system of reciprocity based on status and subsistence guarantees to relations of class at 

the service of other economic activities in a commodified market economy (Grandin 2000). 

These changes fostered widespread dependence on debt and wage labor for survival.  

As noted above, these processes unfolded unevenly in the Guatemalan countryside 

(Cambranes 1985; Esquit 2002; González Izás 2002; Grandin 2000; McCreery 1983, 1994; 

Piedrasanta 2014; Piel 1989). Quetzaltenango’s high elevation generally spared the community 

from land appropriations and negated the need to engage with plantation labor. Some nearby 

communities, including Mam communities like Cajolá and Huitán, faced extreme degrees of 

exploitation from the mandamiento. Yet, Quetzaltenango’s “unique economic and political 

niche” in supplying important grains and commodities to the region’s emerging coffee economy 

protected Quetzaltenango’s K’iche’ from the mandamiento (Grandin 2000: 111). In some cases 

socioeconomic differentiations within the K’iche’ community actually sheltered K’iche’ 

commoners from anti-vagrancy laws by allowing them to form debt relations with other K’iche’ 
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elites. Land titling effectively codified land distribution and use patterns that had already been in 

place for generations (Llanos del Pinal, one of the sites of research, was the first community to 

receive land titles through major concession from Quetzaltenango’s agricultural ejido). Yet, these 

protections did not always prevent many poorer K’iche’ farmers, including from Llanos del 

Pinal, from ultimately being coerced into seasonal wage labor and debt peonage under expanding 

market relations and new pressure on land from population growth (Grandin 2000). By the time 

anthropologists began to study western highland communities in the 1930s they observed a 

general lack of sufficient land for subsistence production (McCreery 1994). The creation of 

widespread dependence on seasonal wage labor through the socioeconomic transformations of 

this era effectively laid the foundations for contemporary unauthorized labor migration aboard.  

 

Land Reform, The Green Revolution, and the Armed Conflict 

After the tyrannical Ubico regime of the 1930s and into the 1940s, which witnessed the 

continuation of anti-vagrancy laws and widespread repression against peasants and labor 

organizing, rural communities enjoyed brief respite following the October Revolution (1944) and 

the ensuring “Ten Years of Spring” (1944-1954). The revolution “for the first time brought 

genuine popular reform to Guatemala” (McCreery 1994: 322), with “most precious fruit of the 

revolution” being aspirations of agrarian reform (Handy 1988, 1994). Decree 900 (1952) gave 

the revolutionary government of Jacobo Árbenz the right to redistribute unused governmental 

and private lands to land-poor producers throughout the country. The reform, like the rest of the 

revolution, was intended to transition the country from a sputtering sort of feudalism into a 

progressive capitalist democracy. The revolution and reform led to expanded community 

activism, political consciousness, new rural credit sources, and massive property redistributions, 
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even sparking organizing in Llanos del Pinal to secure nearby municipal and private parcels for 

the town’s deeply impoverished farmers (Grandin 2000). Yet, growing opposition from the 

landowning elite and US corporate interests, who had acquired plantation land and control over 

labor during following the liberal reforms of the late-1800s, denied or reversed the vast majority 

of redistributions following a US-backed coup in 1954 that returned the state to the military and 

landowning elite and reversed campesino hopes of an expanded subsistence base, freedom from 

coerced wage labor, and improved livelihoods.  

Despite the coup, some communities were able to retain or acquire new properties 

through continued activism and government efforts to solve land access disparities through 

facilitating the colonization of largely unoccupied frontiers beginning in the 1950s. New 

medicines and fertilizers emerging after World War II opened the largely unoccupied rural 

Pacific lowlands to settlement (Grandin 2000). Landless and land-poor farmers who were 

already caught in labor cycles on the lowlands fincas organized to receive unused state lands 

adjacent to larger planation parcels. For example, La Montaña, Caballo Blanco, Retalhuleu, the 

fieldwork site in the Pacific lowlands, was established in 1969 following at least three years of 

petitioning the National Institute of Agrarian Reform (replaced in 1999 by FONTIERRAS) to 

distribute marginal and unused national lands as private parcels among a group of community 

organizers. Prior to the land acquisition, La Montaña’s settlers were said to wander around the 

vast lowlands on foot in search of land to rent and cultivate. Other communities in the highlands, 

including Cajolá, have organized to receive new land on the Pacific coast to accommodate for 

past dispossessions and a growing population (Morales 2017; Velásquez-Nimatuj 2008, 2013). 

The establishment of these communities has enabled displaced families in the highland to 
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continue to resettle in the lowlands, where they persist surrounded by vast plantations practicing 

expanded export agriculture.  

Following the coup, and in the context of the Cold War and the US’s Alliance for 

Progress, the military government, Catholic Church, and foreign development agencies such as 

USAID sought quell expanding revolutionary unrest and persistent economic challenges in the 

countryside through agrarian modernization and technological fixes embodied in the Green 

Revolution, a productive system based on improved crop varieties, chemical inputs, and new 

technologies to maximize crop specialization, yields, and market returns (Arias 1990; Carey 

2009; Klepek 2012; Falla 1972, 2001). This suite of changes hastened a transition from what was 

left of subsistence production to full-on capitalist agriculture and commodified livelihoods (Arias 

1990; Porras 1978). The arrival of chemical fertilizers improved yields at first, appearing to 

break rural dependence on seasonal migration to the plantations in some cases (Carey 2009; Falla 

1972, 2001). Farmers were also encouraged to switch production from subsistence milpa to non-

traditional export (NTE) crops and hybrid monocultures for both domestic and foreign markets 

to generate greater incomes (Carey 2009; Klepek 2012). Yet, in the long run, the heightened 

production costs from inputs, periodic price shocks, and diminished market returns of NTE 

monoculture ultimately reinforced reliance on wage labor to secure capital or repay outstanding 

agriculture debts (Arias 1990; Carey 2009; Carletto et al. 2011; González Izás 2002; Isakson 

2014). Klepek (2012) observes how limited access to credit led campesinos to depend on 

informal loans from plantation labor contractors to cover production costs (see also González 

Izás 2002, 2013). These pressures were compounded by population growth between 1950 and 

1975 on a dwindling land base, which finally foreclosed on the viability of subsistence 

agriculture (Arias 1990; Grandin 2000). Mirroring the cycles of debt peonage during the coffee 
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era, many highland farmers facing shrinking milpa plots and “now tied through debt and reliance 

on fertilizer to a cash economy, increasingly migrated to the coast as seasonal agricultural 

laborers” (Grandin 2000: 223; see also González Izás 2002, 2013). Even newly settled 

communities on the coastal lowlands have found themselves facing cycles of agrarian debts 

under modern agriculture that have fostered a reliance on seasonal wage labor on nearby 

plantations and beyond for survival (Carte et al. 2019; Johnson 2021; Tomei 2015).  

The 1954 overthrow of Árbenz sparked a 36-year armed conflict between the state and a 

collection of revolutionary groups seeking to break the military and economic elite’s grip on 

power and institute social reforms addressing the country’s history of inequality, displacement, 

and exploitation. After starting in the eastern part of the country in the 1960s, the conflict moved 

in the western highlands in the late-1970s, in what some indigenous communities refer to as the 

“third invasion” (Batz 2020; following the first and second invasions of colonialism and coffee 

capitalism, respectively). Targeted violence against community organizers and activists in the 

1970s gave way to a campaign of genocidal terror targeting indigenous communities in the early-

1980s, especially in the Ixil region of the northern El Quiché department. The military’s 

“scorched earth” campaign in the highlands in the early-1980s involved the murder of over 

100,000 Mayans and the destruction of over 400 indigenous communities (Grandin 2004; see 

also González Izás 2002). In an attempt to isolate the guerrillas and institute greater surveillance 

the government conducted the forced resettlement of tens of thousands of individuals into new 

“model villages,” where they were displaced from their land and left to fend for themselves in 

the face of malnutrition and disease (Castillo 2017). More broadly the state aimed to “destroy 

local relations of power and authority” and, by extension, Mayan identity that had persisted 
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throughout the post-colonial era (Grandin 2000: 222), by ‘bringing the government to the village’ 

(Grandin 2004).  

All told, the full 36-year arc of the conflict left at least 200,000 dead and 1.5 million 

displaced under violence perpetrated overwhelmingly by the state against indigenous 

communities (CEH 1999; Grandin 2004; ODHA 1998). The conflict sparked initial waves of 

migration to Mexico and the US as Guatemalan campesinos fled violence, the reduction of their 

subsistence base, and subsequent socioeconomic differentiations (González Izás 2013; Jonas and 

Rodríguez 2014). While state violence unfolded unevenly across the countryside (neither Llanos 

del Pinal nor La Montaña were sites of widespread violence) overarching conditions of 

insecurity, fears of conscription, and eroding economic conditions led many to join the emerging 

migration streams north (Jonas and Rodríguez 2014). In effect, the violence further codified and 

deepened a political-economic order that continues to fuel widespread rural displacement among 

semi-subsistence producers.  

 

The Neoliberal Present 

The armed conflict ended with the signing of the 1996 Peace Accords. Yet, the post-

conflict state has failed to address persistent socio-economic challenges and the erosion of rural 

livelihoods (Jonas and Rodríguez 2014). Instead, the ruling class has ushered in a series of 

neoliberal reforms that have continued to undermine the viability of semi-proletarian livelihoods 

and fueled displacement to the US. Indeed, unauthorized migration from Guatemala to the US 

reached to new heights during the 2010s (Cohn et al. 2017; Gramajo Bauer 2019a). Government 

austerity and free trade agreements have reduced market prices for maize and other crops, further 

limiting the viability of traditional and market-based smallholder agriculture and other livelihood 
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opportunities (Alonso-Fradejas 2015; Carey 2009; Isakson 2014; Velásquez Nimatuj 2008, 

2013). The continuation of policies favoring resource extraction, “mega-projects,” and intensive 

monoculture for export have eroded smallholder land access through appropriations and 

expanded control over parcels that smallholders have historically accessed (Alonso-Fradejas 

2012; Batz 2020; Carte et al. 2019; Solano 2013; Tomei 2015). The development of these 

industries has not generated new labor opportunities to absorb displaced workers. The state and 

elites continue to elevate corporate power to exclude, coopt, and repress unionist, activist, and 

community groups aiming to foster improved lives for workers and farmers (González Izás 2013; 

Isaacs and Schwartz 2013; Oglesby 2013; Perez-Rocha 2021; Tomei 2015).  

Following generations of displacement, an estimated 80% of land is controlled by under 

5% of Guatemala’s population (Aguilar-Støen et al. 2016). An estimated 27% of rural workers 

are landless, while average landholdings are inadequate to ensure household reproduction 

through farming (Carte et al. 2019). Population growth and inflationary pressures from 

remittances have deepened a crisis in rural land access and traditional herencia (inheritance) 

practices within community territories, effectively necessitating out-migration to the US to 

secure the needed capital to purchase land and/or construct homes (Lemus 2015; Garni 2010). 

With the state opting to solve these tensions and contradictions through the expansion of access 

to credit and the production of new entrepreneurial subjects, many households now find 

themselves stuck in unending cycles of debt and looming threats of foreclosure to fund everyday 

survival (Casolo 2011; Heidbrink 2019). These factors have together engendered a kind of “slow 

displacement” among rural producers, “a kind of displacement from that land that is unfolding 

slowly over years” (2019: 2) under the compulsion of market and other forces, or what Bernstein 

(2010) terms a “simple reproduction squeeze.”  
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Why Land Still Matters 

Despite subsequent and compounding waves of displacement, or precisely because of 

them, land remains vital to rural households and communities, leading many to turn to 

exceptionally risky migration attempts in order to retain or acquire it. Following the development 

of semi-proletarian livelihoods in the countryside, land access for subsistence production remains 

essential for social reproduction under the limited opportunities and earnings in the wage labor 

economy, especially when many rural wage labor opportunities like sugar cane are largely 

seasonal and poorly paid. Land access gives producers the opportunity to engage in market-based 

agriculture in an increasingly commodified economy or continue the production of milpa to 

offset consumption costs and/or for subsistence. As Isakson (2009) and others (Annis 1987) 

reveal, milpa production continues to serve as a kind of guarantee of sustenance in the face of 

variable economic conditions and opportunities.  

Yet, as Smith (1990) observes, land is much more than an economic resource: “without a 

territorial claim in a community of one’s ancestors and the means to secure part of one’s own 

food supply, a [Mayan individual] has great difficulty retaining his or her identity as 

[indigenous]” (20). Specifically, the connection to ancestral lands has historically given Mayan 

individuals a sense of belonging or role within family networks (McCreery 1994). Land in the 

specific place of one’s community is a vital anchor for social identity, status, and survival within 

wider webs or community relation (Watanabe 1990). Ethnographic observations from fieldwork 

also revealed the key role of herencia (inheritance) obligations and practices in perpetuating or 

reproducing the continuity of family, identity, and belonging in place over time. Or as González 

Izás argues, land is the “space where souls of ancestors walk, the place where generation to 

generation transcends” (2002: 10). A lack of herencia for youth to secure social belonging can 
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create tensions within the family. Migration to the US in many ways reflects a desire or attempt 

for parents to fulfill their social obligations to the next generation, or for youth to achieve their 

own foothold in the community when no herencia is readily available. One deportee who was 

forced to sell a good portion of his land to repay outstanding smuggling debts was clearly 

concerned with the looming economic challenges of semi-subsistence agriculture under a 

reduced land base, but he frequently articulated a more profound concern: “where are my kids 

going to live?”, as the lost land was slated for them to use to build their own homes and cultivate 

in the future. Or as the father of another migrant remarked, blending the spatial with the social, 

“parents need to have their kids nearby.” 

Recent scholarship on the persistence of subsistence milpa production in the face of 

growing market relations helps further contextualize the continued relevance of land for identity 

and belonging for many rural households. While research revealed how some farmers may 

ultimately abandon market-based agriculture, it is rare for smallholders to fully abandon milpa 

production. Yet, smallholder milpa subsistence production makes little sense by financial logics 

as some households could earn more by expanding engagement with wage labor or market-based 

agriculture and simply purchase staples with higher earnings than to dedicate labor time to milpa 

cultivation. Yet, milpa continues to bear vital sociocultural value in communities (Isakson 2009). 

As Isakson illustrates, beyond household sustenance milpa cultivation signifies community 

membership by enabling participation in webs of reciprocal exchanges and the generation of 

community safety nets, whereby milpa is often gifted to households facing hardships to ensure 

their survival. Through these exchanges milpa also helps “fortify social bonds” or provide the 

“social foundation for a shared community identity” (751) as a particularly meaningful symbol 

of indigeneity. Finally, milpa production constitutes a means of cultural difference and possible 
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barrier against socioeconomic differentiation. Recalling the links between Indigenous identity 

and resistance to proletarianization (Smith 1990), milpa “offers peasants the possibility to remain 

Mayan even as they embrace certain forms of the modern market economy,” or perhaps even 

constitutes a ‘weapon of the weak:’ “a small but symbolic way of way of resisting efforts by 

outside actors to convert the peasantry into full market citizens” (Isakson 2009: 752).  

The economic and sociocultural significance of land and continued production in place 

reveal what’s at stake with migration and what can be lost through debt and dispossession. While 

in the short-term migration itself constitutes a form of displacement, at wider scales it constitutes 

an attempt to secure freedom from displacement through generating more assured grounding in 

land and livelihoods (Carte et al. 2019). Beyond the vital economic importance of migration – as 

a way of retaining or securing land and livelihoods following centuries of accrued patterns of 

displacement – migration bears profound social meanings, including a vehicle to secure one’s 

identity and status in families and communities as well as a means to fulfill obligations to 

reproduce the family in place. It can perhaps be understood as a form of resistance against full 

proletarianization. Subsequently, deportation and dispossession under expanded enforcement can 

foster the opposite: negating these sociocultural and economic markers while generating both 

extreme privation and deep sociocultural dislocation. 

 

Research Background 

Foundations 

The foundations of this dissertation emerged from master’s fieldwork on migrant 

deportation and debt in Guatemala during 2013 and a separate period of fieldwork in 2014 in 

support of survey data collection for the research project Gendered Transnational Labor 
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Migration, Agriculture, and Environmental Change in Mesoamerica (NSF CAREER Award 

Abstract #1056811) led by Dr. Claudia Radel and Dr. Birgit Schmook.  

Past fieldwork experiences offered a useful introduction to many of debt migration’s core 

dynamics, yet also revealed several gaps requiring further investigation that became the focus of 

doctoral research. First, while past research for the MA observed the conditions leading up to 

property dispossession and highlighted instances where deportees faced foreclosure and property 

seizure, it offered less in the way of concrete instances of actual dispossessions. My research 

accordingly sought to move beyond preliminary speculation on these processes to collect data on 

how dispossession unfolds, is experienced and negotiated, and its possible outcomes in terms of 

differentiation for migrant-sending families. Second, early research observations across several 

distinct migrant-sending regions, including the highlands, the coffee piedmont, and the coastal 

lowlands, highlighted differences in migrant debt burdens and tendencies or pressures for 

dispossession. Yet the contours of these differences and how they were produced were less clear 

in earlier fieldwork.  

My doctoral research aimed to trace these patterns and identify the key dynamics that 

might mediate these processes across diverse landscapes. Early research particularly suggested 

that these contours may be tied to key differences in agro-ecological contexts, such as specific 

agrarian histories and land-use dynamics. I accordingly sought to explore how differentiated debt 

burdens and patterns of removal might be tied to deeper histories and practices of agrarian 

production and livelihoods across different contexts. Third, the dissertation develops a more 

robust understanding of the ways social relations and meanings around migration and debt might 

mediate processes of dispossession. Master’s research revealed that personal relations with 

lenders, particularly degrees of confianza (social bond, trust) seem to shape lending 
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arrangements and at times offer greater flexibility with repayment. Yet, fieldwork also suggested 

that relational networks involved in migration and borrowing extend far beyond the 

lender/borrower dyad to encompass other family members and relations across borders. Doctoral 

research, particularly through ethnography, sought to trace these relational webs and their 

associated meanings to achieve a better understanding how meanings and discourses around 

migration, removal, and debt mediate these processes. Addressing the role of discourse and 

meaning and debt and dispossession was of particular importance as it has remained largely 

overlooked in past studies, which presented an opportunity to achieve a deeper understanding of 

dispossession and its outcomes. Fourth, with the Master’s research focusing predominantly on 

individual deportees or migrant-sending households, doctoral research sought to make inroads 

into understanding the consequences of enforcement at larger scales, particularly for 

communities or agroecological regions. Assessment of these processes at larger scales 

specifically sought to trace how enforcement might transform livelihoods and landscapes in 

migrant-sending regions to produce uneven distributions of hardships and wider geographies of 

differentiation and displacement.  

 

Research Methods and Subjects  

Research drew principally from two core methods: interviews, both individual and with 

focus groups, and ethnographic observation for three months in 2013 and over the course of 18 

months between late-2017 and mid-2019. Given the diverse actors and perspectives involved in 

migration, debt, and dispossession, fieldwork engaged with a range of relevant actors. Table 1 

below briefly summarizes interview subjects and associated interview topics or goals. The 
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research samples used for each section of this dissertation is discussed in greater detail in the 

following section and in the respective appendices below.  

 

Table 1. Interview Subjects and Topics 

Interview Subject Interview Topics 
Migrants/Deportees • Lived experiences, logics/perceptions/meanings, and 

decision-making around migration, debt, deportation, 
dispossession (when relevant), and life following asset 
seizure 
 

• Agricultural livelihood practices, family and community 
agrarian/livelihood histories 

 
• Borrowing opportunities and arrangements, relations 

with relevant actors (lenders, coyotes, family), 
logics/meanings around debt 

 
Migrant/Deportee Relatives • Experiences and perceptions of the themes explored for 

migrants/deportees (see above) 
 

• Perceptions on community or regional scale dynamics 
and outcomes related to migration, deportation, 
livelihoods, and agrarian change 

 
Women’s Focus Groups 
(primarily Maya Mam Weavers 
and Primeros Pasos) 
 
 

• Perceptions of contemporary migration, deportation, 
debt, and dispossession dynamics 
 

• Lived experiences with migration, debt, and 
dispossession 

 
• Everyday livelihoods, needs, and aspirations 

 
Local Leaders • Community histories, particularly related to migration 

and agrarian change 
 
• Perspectives on community-scale migration and 

deportation dynamics and outcomes 
 

• Personal experiences with migration and deportation 
 

Financial Intuitions  • Lending policies and practices for migration finance 
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• Policies and practices on foreclosure following default 
 
• Observations on role of financial sector in migration  
 

Ministry of Agriculture 
(regional representatives) 
 

• Regional agrarian histories and contemporary dynamics 
 

• Perspectives on migration and dispossession  
 

CONAMIGUA (governmental) • Observations on contemporary migration, debt, and 
dispossession  

 
Lawyers • Legal contours and observations/perspectives on 

migration lending and dispossession practices 
 

NGOs and Activists • Observations and perspectives on relevant dynamics 
 

Academics • Observations and perspectives on relevant dynamics 
 

• Past/ongoing research on core themes 
 

 

Research for the Master’s degree (partially informing Appendix A) explored overarching 

trends and themes around debt migration across a wide range of different actors. Research for the 

doctoral dissertation, by contrast, explicitly focused on in-depth interviews with deportees, local 

leaders, and other informants to reveal key differences for comparative analysis. Interviews with 

deportees, especially for the dissertation, included a set of standardized question to collect 

baseline data on common practices, including lending sources, amounts, arrangements, to 

facilitate analysis between the respective research zones. Additional interview questions were 

often prepared in advance, yet interviews remained open-ended to create opportunities for 

discussing emerging themes. The bulk of interviews and focus group discussions were recorded 

using a Tascam digital field recorder, with permission from all participants. Written interview 

notes were taken in the few instances in which participants did not consent to being recorded, or 

circumstances simply hindered the use of a recorder. 
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Ethnographic research complimented interview data collection. Ethnography specifically 

sought to query the everyday experiences and meanings around migration, social reproduction 

and processes of agrarian change. Given the sensitivities around research themes (see Research 

Experiences and Challenges, below) ethnographic data collection proved tricky at times. Yet this 

method was most fruitful among a small group of families with whom I grew close during 

fieldwork, and particularly in instances of dynamics unfolding over the course of weeks or 

months, such as the buildup to return migration attempts under the growing pressure of past 

debts or approaching land sales or dispossessions. Interviews were frequently so emotionally 

intense, and used as an opportunity for deportee testimony, that ethnography provided important 

balancing perspectives of the mundane and at times unarticulated “crisis ordinariness” (Berlant 

2011) lived by deportees and other.  

 

Site Selection and Samples 

 Research for this project includes three primary research sites in western Guatemala 

spanning intermittent fieldwork from 2013 to 2019. Appendix A (Johnson and Woodhouse 2018) 

emerged primarily from fieldwork conducted over three months in the summer of 2013 

principally in the Maya Mam town of Cajolá, roughly 10 miles to the northwest of 

Quetzaltenango. Cajolá was chosen as a site of research in part due to existing contacts with 

organizations working in the community, including DESGUA, Colectivo Vida Digna, and 

especially Grupo Cajolá, who graciously provided key informant interviews and additional 

contacts with local deportees, women’s groups, and other relevant actors. Contacts in Cajolá 

were initially developed through earlier research in the region by my colleague Murphy 

Woodhouse. 
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Figure 2. Map of Research Sites 

 

 

Cajolá is a roughly one-hour bus ride from Quetzaltenango through an undulating 

landscape of agricultural fields and growing urban sprawl from the periphery of Quetzaltenango 

and nearby San Juan Ostuncalco. Cajolá itself sits in a sort of natural bowl at over 8,000 feet 

above sea level, flanked on three sides by steep mountains leading up to an even higher rural 

plateau. Like a number of towns in the western highlands in the wider Quetzaltenango valley, 

Cajolá is a relatively densely populated semi-subsistence community relying on a mix of 

traditional (milpa maize and beans polyculture) and market-oriented agriculture (broccoli, 

lettuce, cabbage, fava, and others) as well as other forms of cottage industry, services, and wage 

labor for survival.  

Fieldwork in Cajolá focused primarily on in-depth interviews with deportees, family 

members, local leaders, and lawyers – largely individuals associated with Grupo Cajolá and 

DESGUA. Fieldwork also included a number of focus group discussion with the partners, 

mothers, and sisters of migrants and deportees associated with the Maya Mam Weavers 
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cooperative. Initial research in Cajolá eventually expanded out to several nearby, predominantly 

Maya K’iché communities through snowball sampling and the development of other research 

contacts, primarily through DESGUA and Colectivo Vida Digna. Communities included 

Almolonga, Chicovix (Cantel), Finca La Florida (Colomba), Candelaria, Llanos del Pinal, 

Xecaracoj, and Zunil (Quetzaltenango). These alternative sites were selected mostly as a function 

of concrete data collection opportunities through contacts than any particular local dynamic. 

Each town offered a relatively small sample of individual or focus group interviews that helped 

corroborate and complement emerging findings from work in Cajolá. Observing important 

distinctions across these research sites, particularly regarding land ownership dynamics, helped 

inspire the comparative research conducted for the dissertation. Additional research in 

Quetzaltenango involved interviews with NGOs focused on immigration rights and 

accompaniment. The sample used in Appendix A ultimately drew from 18 in-depth interviews 

with recent deportees, and 19 additional interviews with migrant family members who had 

experienced hardships from outstanding migrant debts and the threats of dispossession, and the 

perspectives of 37 focus group participants split over several group interviews. This sample 

includes data from one interview conducted by my co-author Murphy Woodhouse.  

 Fieldwork for the two remaining articles for the dissertation, Appendix B and C, were 

collected over a period of 18 months from late-2017 to mid-2019. Comparative research centered 

on the communities of Llanos del Pinal near Quetzaltenango in the western highlands, and La 

Montaña, Caballo Blanco, Retalhuleu on the Pacific lowlands. Initial contact with leaders of 

these communities was facilitated by the NGOs Primeros Pasos in the Llanos del Pinal, and 

Semilla Nueva in La Montaña. Beyond their evident migration and deportation dynamics, the 

two sites were chosen for two principal reasons. First, strong local contacts and general 
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familiarity with both towns had been established through earlier survey data collection efforts for 

Dr. Claudia Radel and Dr. Birgit Schmook in 2014. It was also anticipated that continued 

qualitative research in both sites would complement survey data and facilitate robust, mixed 

method research analysis for future publication with the research team. Prior contacts greatly 

facilitated eventual research approval by community leaders and the recruitment of participants. 

Second, the sites offered vastly distinct agro-ecological and historical contexts, with the 

highlands, resting at roughly 7,500 feet, largely consisting of numerous smallholders persisting 

with traditional and market-oriented forms of agricultural production through, similar to Cajolá, 

cold-weather crops on reduced parcels amid rapid urban growth. The Pacific lowlands, 

meanwhile, rests closer to sea level with a tropical monsoon climate (including a harsh dry 

season), with many farmers producing maize monoculture and sesame for the market, 

complimented by other fruits, greens, tubers, and animals to support subsistence. Smallholders 

on average own more land on the lowlands compared to their highland counterparts, yet average 

landholdings remain insufficient to generate adequate income to meet everyday needs. Most 

lowlands communities are surrounded by vast plantation estates rented out for sugar cane, palm 

oil, and rubber production. It was hypothesized prior to research that these distinct agrarian 

dynamics likely shape the forms and consequences of migrant debt and dispossession following 

removal in unique ways. Accordingly, it was thought that comparative research in the respective 

regions would reveal a more comprehensive picture of the complex and varied dynamics and 

outcomes of debt migration.  

The 18-month timespan of fieldwork was divided nearly evenly across both sites, 

generating roughly equal research samples. The sample used for Appendices 2 and 3 includes 

interviews with 60 individual deportees, the majority of whom had attempted to reach the US 
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over the last decade. The majority of interviewees were men in their 20s to 40s. I interviewed an 

additional 12 local leaders, ranging from current and former alcaldes (mayors) to members of the 

COCODE (community development council) and village elders. Four in-depth interviews were 

conducted with regional representatives of the Ministry of Agriculture in their offices located in 

Quetzaltenango and Retalhuleu, respectively. A small collection of interviews were conducted 

with representatives of savings and loan cooperatives in Quetzaltenango where some migrants 

had borrowed for their journeys, including Cooperativa Salcajá, Cooperativa Santa Cruz, 

COSAMI, and a former employee of Banrural. Given the relative infrequency of bank or 

cooperative lending found in the research sample, this trajectory was not pursued in depth.  

 

Data Analysis 

Relevant research data was first transcribed using the software Trint, and then reviewed 

and corrected by a group of native Spanish speakers contracted on the Upwork platform using 

research funds. Transcribed interviews were then uploaded to MAXQDA data management and 

coding software along with associated interview audio files and written ethnographic 

observations. Traditional coding practices (coding specific sections of text with unique 

identifying codes) proved highly burdensome and hindered the identification of specific 

variables as well as wider trends and themes. In effect, migration and deportation stories (and the 

ways they were recalled and related) were often so circuitous and confusing, and layered with 

multiple intersecting and contingent dynamics and meanings, that traditional coding actually 

impeded analytical goals. Instead, I developed a unique interview intake sheet (Appendix D) to 

manually record data on migration/deportation histories, financial arrangements and outcomes, 

key dynamics/logics/meanings identified or interpreted, and a summary of transactions over all 
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participant trips (e.g.: total deportation, debt accumulated and repaid, and assets lost). This 

approach proved highly time-consuming as well, but provided a more productive and convincing 

means of data review and analysis. Key figures on migration histories, financial arrangements, 

and outcomes for each research participant were then tabulated in excel to compile data across 

the entire sample to reveal overarching patterns and relationships, facilitate comparative analysis 

between the two study regions, and help summarize aggregate transactions for each individual 

participant, such as total debt incurred over multiple attempts. 

Data analysis and the presentation of findings sought to anchor overarching research 

themes in concrete migrant narratives, experiences, and discourses. This approach had three main 

goals. First, narratives are an engaging and humanizing approach to advancing arguments across 

audiences. Second, with so many shifting factors and contingencies shaping the trajectories of 

migration before, during, and after removal, I found it most productive to weave together the 

long arc of narratives to comprehensively articulate the key dynamics and outcomes of 

contemporary debt migration. Third, I believe this approach best honors the participants 

themselves by centering their voices and experiences in research findings. Many expressed 

frustrations with being ignored and silenced amid the injustice of enforcement and traumas of 

their experiences, knowing that their stories were not adequacy heard by US policymakers and 

the public. This approach aims, in a small way, to rectify their silencing.  

 

Research Experiences and Challenges  

Research on debt, deportation, and dispossession was not without its challenges. 

Contemporary migration is a highly sensitive and personal subject, and also often traumatic for 

the multitudes who experience hardships, distress, vulnerability, and physical and emotional 
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abuse before departure, during the journey, at the hands of smugglers, from US agents tasked 

with enforcement and removal operations (which many highlighted as particularly 

dehumanizing), and following removal. Some participants survived near-death experiences 

and/or witnessed the death of others, while most experienced racism and exploitation. Deportees 

then return to the extreme precarity, hardship, and shame from failure and insurmountable 

smuggling debts that in an instant can wash away generations of progress of the past and 

guarantee hardship for the future.  

The topics explored in interviews queried themes and experiences that some migrants and 

deportees do not typically share with others. To paraphrase the words of fieldwork assistant and 

close friend responding to my observations on the difficulty of research: “Look, being in 

detention is horrible. We don’t talk about it with our families or even with friends. How can you 

expect people to want to talk to you?” The traumas of removal are compounded by widespread 

stigmatization and a complete lack of professional emotional support. The church may be the 

only space for processing for many deportees. Some families live in fear that their deported kin 

will mute these traumas with alcohol. Many rightfully prefer to leave these ghosts buried in the 

past and move on in the present rather than reveal these deep wounds and truths to others.  

Many also viewed research with a great deal of distrust and kept me at arms-length to not 

involve themselves in something that could eventually cycle back to harm them. Some wondered 

whether I was an agent of the US government looking to stir up trouble with returned 

undocumented migrants, or to gather information to help track down and deport family members 

currently in the US. Others might have perceived research as part of some kind of fraud or 

scheme that would exploit the information their provided, or swindle families out of their land. 

Extortion and fraud are rife throughout the country, with some prospective migrants not telling 
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their families about their migration plans prior to departure out of fears they’ll be targeted should 

word get out. Some undoubtedly questioned if I was not somehow involved. When seeking 

approval for research with the town council, despite having done so for past survey work in the 

area, one local leader (who later became a de facto research assistant) grilled me on what the US 

government would get from research, since they had provided the funding. For communities who 

have been historically marginalized, fragmented, attacked, exploited, robbed, and abused this 

reaction is entirely justifiable. On another level, I was just another researcher, NGO worker, or 

tourist passing through without offering much to change the immediate realities of peoples’ lives, 

so why bother engaging when life presented much bigger concerns?  

This is not to say that research was unviable, lacking public buy-in, or without highly 

positive interactions and relationships with participants and others. Many were extraordinarily 

gracious in making time and sharing very difficult stories during their busy lives. Yet, the 

aforementioned factors together made it delicate to conduct research in what at times felt like a 

sort of social-emotional minefield, while also practicing a deep reverence for the challenging 

realities participants and communities confront. I often experienced a tension or mismatch 

between my own sense of urgency or importance around research on deportation and a degree of 

justifiable distance practiced by communities.  

In Cajolá research was greatly facilitated through existing contacts to local leaders and 

established institutions. These contacts provided a high degree of legitimacy and support for data 

collection to the point that it almost gave a misleading impression of how straightforward 

research might be in other areas. In many instances I did not have to pursue opportunities for 

interviews so much as they were presented to me. The biggest challenge in Cajolá was my lack 

of depth in the Maya Mam language and cosmovision. Although the majority of interviewees 
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spoke Spanish as a second language, I drew on the indispensable help of a young local 

anthropology student, Ely Vail, to help with translation and interpretation during a few focus 

group interviews with Maya Mam women.  

In Llanos del Pinal, however, securing interviews proved much more challenging. Local 

leaders were extremely gracious in helping organize an initial set of interviews with deportees, 

yet after the first few, research became more difficult. Few interviewees were willing to provide 

contacts to support snowball sampling, perhaps fearing they would incur the ire of their 

neighbors for sharing private details and involving them in activities that they had no desire to 

participate in. Given the high degree of secrecy and stigma around deportation some may not 

have been entirely assured of others’ actual experiences either. Some agreed to participate but 

then would not appear at the established time, and then sort of string me along with new 

commitments that would never actually materialize. It was apparent that some were highly 

ambivalent about their participation while others, with suspicion or caution, did not want to 

participate but also did not want to say it outright. Others were just busy with work and family 

commitments. Given the high sensitivities and potential traumas around the subject, and my own 

apprehensions about inadvertently creating trouble for others, I practiced an abundance of 

transparency and caution to affirm participant rights and decisions. Surprisingly, interviews with 

some (but not all) financial institutions were similarly difficult to secure, with participants 

seemingly fearful of any professional consequences from discussing lending practices and often 

trying to pass me off to other superiors on a prolonged search that often bore little fruit. In one 

instance I was asked to leave during the middle of one interview when a superior arrived at the 

cooperative and grew suspicious.  
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Although Llanos del Pinal is less than five miles from the center of Quetzaltenango, I 

rented a small room in town with the goal of developing new contacts and conducting 

ethnography. Somewhat unexpectedly the room became invaluable asset to research as a number 

of participants were unable to meet until later in the evening well after the last buses departed 

back to Quetzaltenango due to work commitments (especially those commuting to town). More 

importantly, the room provided the opportunity for some participants to securely share private 

and at times emotionally painful details beyond the hearing of family members and others. Yet, 

even the act of showing up for an interview might have implicated someone as an indebted 

deportee in the eyes of the rest of the community given my stated purpose. One deportee agreed 

to speak on the condition that we met in a cafe Quetzaltenango beyond the reach of his family 

and perhaps to not be seen being interviewed for my project. Gender norms in the community, 

and I suspect family immigration practices that reduce the chances of deportation, made it 

difficult to secure interviews with women. Despite trying to recruit a local research assistant, no 

one really jumped at the opportunity, perhaps out of the same reluctance to expose neighbors to 

research and creating social conflict, or in other cases because people were simply busy with 

other responsibilities. A good deal of research involved walking around the community, 

engaging in casual conversation with community members, conducting regular check-ins with 

local leaders and other past participants, and pursuing possible interviews.   

Interviews in Llanos del Pinal tended to be emotionally intense. Many approached 

interviews with apparent anxiety, and some practiced a degree of social distance after having 

divulged intimate details, not wanting to interact or associate with me after the fact. In some 

ways I believe this distance enabled interviewees to divulge deeply personal themes without the 

fears of having to revisit these stories in the future. Deportees recounted experiences of deep 
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physical and emotional hardship, stress, shame, and frustration with their experiences and 

especially their treatment in US custody, at times breaking down at the most difficult moments. 

For others the experiences were just as grim but did not elicit the same emotional response. 

Some interviewees were intentionally vague or incomplete about some of the finer details of 

their stories, especially their contacts with coyotes, funding sources, conditions of loan 

arrangements, and elements of personal or family history. These are, indeed, illicit activities with 

potential legal or interpersonal consequences, and it seemed clear that some participants were 

concerned about revealing details that they felt might somehow come back harm them. Given the 

delicate nature of research I rarely pushed interviewees for clarification in instances where 

questions were obviously beyond the unspoken boundaries of comfort for interviews. Similarly, I 

was highly reluctant to pursue contacts with smugglers and moneylenders out of fears of 

pressuring interviewees for information or putting participants at potential risk in their 

communities.  

Some stories, especially those spanning multiple trips, drawing on multiple loans or 

sources of finding, and tied to deeper histories, relations, and shifting life circumstances were 

difficult to fully capture and comprehend. I found myself frequently seeking clarification or 

repeating back summaries of experiences, beliefs, and trajectories to participants as they wove 

together complex narratives that sometimes transcended generations. In particularly difficult 

experiences it was evident that some interviewees had practiced a sort of intentional forgetting or 

avoidance of certain details due to the associated stresses and traumas. It was not uncommon for 

deportees to lose track of how much they actually owed, as the impossibility of repayment 

fostered a futility in knowing. Other details, especially around granular financial data such as 

interest payments, were simply not recorded by families and lost to history.  
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While vague or confusing interviews were a common feature of research across sites, the 

overall experience of data collection in La Montaña on the coastal lowlands was notably 

different. For reasons that are not entirely clear but might include limited experiences with 

foreign researchers, fewer experiences with racial discrimination/exploitation and land 

enclosures, or, as outlined in Appendix C, generally lower financial burdens and hardships 

following removal, individuals were much more willing to participate in interviews in the Pacific 

lowlands. Whereas three interviews in one week was perhaps the best interview yield I achieved 

in Llanos del Pinal, it was common to conduct two to three interviews in a single day in La 

Montaña. With the exception of the cases that involved extreme debts and land dispossessions 

the interviews were generally more relaxed and less emotionally fraught, yet stories of extreme 

suffering and daily deprivation made research constantly emotionally challenging. Research in 

La Montaña was also greatly facilitated by the support of an excellent research assistant (with 

whom I also lived) with a wide network of contacts and social capital in the community from his 

history of community service and leadership. Much of the fieldwork in La Montaña involved 

zipping around on the back of a motorcycle from house to house (the distances between houses 

would often have been too great to walk, especially under the intense lowland heat) and 

conducting interviews on dirt-packed patios under the shade of mango trees. As in the highlands, 

many interviews in both regions ended with extensive questioning by participants around my 

beliefs on unauthorized migration and the current Trump administration, whether I knew how to 

secure visas or permisos to the US, and other ideas how they might be able to return to the US. 

As a soft condition of research approval in Llanos del Pinal, and in the spirit of engaged 

research, I was asked to consider tangible benefits the study or my presence would bring to the 

community. After some discussion, I offered to provide accompaniment and resources for 
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families in Guatemala searching for kin who had gone missing in their attempts to cross the US-

Mexico border. I had initially through I would help produce resources (protocols, phone numbers 

to relevant agencies, etc.) to distribute to families in the area. Yet, after a local leader announced 

that I could “help migrants and their families with their problems” at a local event I was 

bombarded with diverse requests for support ranging from tracking down individuals in 

detention to helping with FOIAs around wrongful deportation, coordinating asylum claims, 

securing therapy for a kidnapping and torture survivor, and collecting missing migrant data to 

share with US-based institutions like the Colibrí Center in Tucson, AZ. 

Given the ethical quandaries, I differentiated this accompaniment work from my main 

research efforts. I also chose to not collect data on specific cases given my IRB agreement, 

research focus, and the delicate nature of even asking for consent from highly distressed and 

vulnerable families. In some cases, especially at first, I did not have a clear sense of the 

appropriate steps to take and was cautious with offering support. I often worried about making 

errors or compounding grief and frankly the work was traumatizing. But it presented an 

important view into the highly dystopic systems of legal and bureaucratic abuse extending back 

into Guatemala that accompanies the more visible and studied forms of violence in border and 

immigration enforcement.  

The most difficult cases were supporting families in their search for missing kin who 

would rarely see concrete progress locating their family members despite dedicating themselves 

fully to the tasks. Instead of locating missing individuals, the searches often exposed families to 

extortion and fraud attempts and emotional rollercoasters swinging between hope and despair 

with every grain of information or gossip that might tickle in. Families were often confused and 

dismayed to learn that US government agencies were not doing more to aid in immediate 
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searches. Prior to research I could not have comprehended the depths of the missing migrant 

crisis in communities through the highlands, but the issue is shockingly widespread, with 

families not always knowing the appropriate steps to take. At the time of research there was only 

one small office in Quetzaltenango of the Guatemalan Ministry of Foreign Relations tasked with 

information intake for missing migrant cases for the entire westerner portion of the country. On 

any given day the line of families hailing from extremely remote regions of the country looking 

to register their missing stretched far down the hall. Not only is legal and administrative aid in 

dire need, psychosocial support for these families is particularly urgent. While it was evident that 

I ultimately could not resolve many of these challenges for families, witnessing and support at 

least felt like a form of activism and solidarity in the face of state negligence and abuse.   

The aforementioned challenges to data collection predictably translated to a number of 

difficulties in data analysis. Perhaps the biggest challenge has been identifying overarching 

trends amid the plethora of contingencies in recorded in research. For example, deportation often 

fosters dramatic economic hardships for families, but these impacts are shaped by a number of 

other circumstances, such as actual loan arrangements and relationships with lenders, access to 

family members in the US and their possible willingness to bail out indebted relatives, 

availability of extra land to sell, local work opportunities, etc. These differences at times 

complicated the tandem goals of making policy-relevant research highlighting the most 

egregious consequences of enforcement, while also attempting to offer a comprehensive 

treatment of the dynamics at hand. The three papers collectively attempt to strike this balance. 

Appendices 1 and 2 note these contingencies while making more generalized arguments about 

the particularly egregious consequences of removal, while Appendix C attempts to address them 
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head-on while tying them to deeper political-economic, social, and agrarian dynamics in the 

respective regions.  

Confusing, vague, or masked details and narratives also complicated mapping key 

dynamics, relations, trajectories, and outcomes. Limited financial data made it particularly 

difficult to offer quantitative assessments of overarching themes and differences between regions 

and over time. For example, tabulating baseline financial data for each participant (such as 

smuggling prices, amounts borrowed, loan sources, interest rates) was much less useful than 

anticipated due to a number of small gaps in most entries, particularly around interest. At first, I 

attempted to interpolate missing data, for example calculating total interest owed or repaid using 

available data on loan principal and interest rates, yet with associated gaps in narratives (e.g.: if 

and when any payments had been made in the past) stemming from the aforementioned 

challenges during interviews this approach ran the risk of unintentionally fabricating data. 

Accordingly, analysis for articles came to rely less on quantitative assessments, with the 

exception of Appendix B, which offers conservative calculations on the total amount borrowed 

and spent on migration across the research sample. That said, the tabulation proved exceptionally 

useful for drawing out key trends (e.g.: borrowing terms and practices) for comparative analysis 

between the respective regions. Spotty data was less of a concern for qualitative analysis, as 

fieldwork provided a wealth of detailed cases for review.  

Finally, as migration is interwoven with other contemporary and historical processes, at 

times research felt challenged by the need to gather in-depth data on current migration 

experiences along with the imperative to explore and analyze data on other relevant dynamics, 

including everyday livelihood precarity, corruption, and policies and practices across countries 

of origin, transit, and destination. Although this confluence is the aim of a dissertation, at times 
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analysis was complicated by being pulled in too many different directions, or perhaps 

emphasizing some dynamics at the expense of others. Fortunately, and as discussed in the 

conclusion to this introduction, these outstanding questions provide ample opportunities for 

engaging research trajectories in the future. 

 

Dissertation Articles Overview 

The three dissertation articles (Appendices A, B and C) are grounded in a close analysis of 

the lived experiences of expanded enforcement, debt, and dispossession in rural Guatemala, 

while each addresses specific gaps across different literatures and for different audiences. The 

articles collectively present findings on the everyday hardships of deportation and debt for 

migrant-sending households, the consequence of dispossession for rural smallholders and 

landscapes, and the production of unevenness among deportees through the differentiated 

accumulation of financial risk and debt burdens.  

 

Appendix A: Securing the Return: How Enhanced US Border Enforced Fuels Cycles of Debt 

Migration 

The first article was published in Antipode in 2018 and co-authored with my colleague 

Murphy Woodhouse. As noted above, the bulk of data for this article was collected in 2013 

during fieldwork in Cajolá, Guatemala 2013 as a Master’s student but was completed during and 

informed by early doctoral fieldwork. The paper was composed with the help of Murphy 

Woodhouse, a MA student in Journalism and Latin American Studies at the time. Murphy’s 

contributions for the article included observations on debt-driven migration cycles from his 

fieldwork in Cajolá the year prior, sharing one case study for the findings (the “Héctor” section 
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in the article), and assisting with copy editing prior to submission. The bulk of the data 

presented, the core theoretical grounding and conceptual contributions of the article, and the 

actual article composition and revisions (finalized during my doctoral fieldwork in Guatemala 

and including preliminary doctoral research analysis) represent my own original work. 

“Securing the Return” presents the core dynamics fueling contemporary debt migration 

through an in-depth evaluation of the lived hardships and challenges of social reproduction under 

extreme debt, as experienced by deportees and migrant-sending families. The article was written 

specifically for public and policy audiences to reveal the paradoxical consequences of expanded 

enforcement, particularly deportation, in fueling cycles of debt-driven return migration. Bridging 

feminist perspectives with scholarship on debt, and interrogating the intersections between 

expanded enforcement and deteriorating livelihoods in Guatemala, the article highlights how the 

expansion of US enforcement in the context of limited economic opportunities creates 

widespread migrant indebtedness. We argue that apprehension and removal of indebted migrants 

(or death, in one case profiled in the article) produces acute economic crises for migrant-sending 

families that threaten both everyday survival and longer-term social reproduction by imperiling 

mortgaged homes and land. Accordingly, the paper highlights how these hardships in turn drive 

many to make return migration attempts. In one poignant case we also highlight how instances of 

migrant death from expanded border enforcement create particularly extreme economic 

hardships among families in Guatemala alongside their profound emotional toll.  

The paper makes several conceptual contributions to both border studies and research on 

removal. First, we note the gap in the literature on the material consequences of enforcement and 

removal, with the bulk of past research emphasizing the socio-emotional implications of 

deportation, such as issues of identity, belonging, and stigma, over deep investigation into the 
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ways deportation and dispossession may challenge the ability of migrant-sending families to 

reproduce themselves. Second, the paper establishes a more concrete relationship between 

expanded enforcement and patterns of return migration, noting how the economic hardships of 

removal and the threat of dispossession supersede the deterrent power of deportation and other 

enforcement actions among indebted deportees. Finally, the paper also expands Jones’s recent 

work on “violent borders” (2016) by highlighting how the violence produced by borders and 

enforcement create socioeconomic feedbacks that legitimate or fuel the continued expansion of 

enforcement. 

 

Appendix B: Reversing Channels and Unsettling Binaries: Rethinking Migration and Agrarian 

Change under Expanded Border and Immigration Enforcement 

The second sole-authored article was published in 2021 in the journal Land. This article 

draws on doctoral fieldwork to present more concrete data and analysis of dispossession itself. 

While past research, including “Securing the Return,” highlights the possibilities of 

dispossession from deportation and debt, no prior research had explicitly explored the processes 

and consequences of these forced land transfers. Furthermore, while “Securing the Return” 

alluded to the idea of “debt landscapes,” no known research had connected migrant enforcement, 

debt, and dispossession with shifting livelihoods and landscapes in communities of migrant 

origin.  

This gap extends into the vast body of research on migration and agrarian change, which 

has overlooked the phenomenon of contemporary “failed” migration. As the paper discusses, this 

literature has typically approached research with a focus on the ways remittance influx and local 

labor loss from out-migration shape livelihoods and landscapes in migrant-sending communities. 
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“Reversing Channels and Unsettling Binaries” reveals how migration under expanded 

enforcement actually drives the opposite: wealth extraction from families through mechanisms of 

debt and dispossession and expanded labor exploitation from proletarianized and highly 

vulnerable deportees. Furthermore, migration and agrarian change literature has historically 

measured these changes through comparative analysis of “migrant” and “non-migrant” 

households. Yet, these categories can inadvertently obfuscate more complex migration 

experiences, trajectories, and outcomes under expanded enforcement.  

This second paper accordingly looks to unsettle the assumptions underlying these 

categories in past scholarship with the goal of enhancing current approaches to research on 

migration and agrarian change. Following a review of the migration and agrarian change 

literature and a discussion on the challenges and nuances of migration under expanded 

enforcement, it highlights patterns of debt, deportation, and dispossession found in the sample, 

and then profiles the experiences of three different deportees to illustrate specific outcomes of 

contemporary migration currently overlooked in the literature. The first case highlights how 

migration at times reverses the “channels” of change from remittance influx and labor loss to 

value extraction and labor exploitation, profiling a deportee who first had to sell land to cover 

ballooning debts and then, on after a second failed attempt, was pushed into sharecropping at a 

local plantation. The second and third cases emphasize the importance of thinking “beyond the 

binary” between migrant and non-migrant categories. The second case highlights how despite 

reaching and remaining the US, migrants are still vulnerable to dispossession in Guatemala due 

to forms of exploitation connected to conditions of “deportability.” The third case reveals the 

possible variation in migration trajectories and outcomes for individuals when examined over 

multiple migration attempts, which may include “success” and accumulation in some moments 
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followed by “failure” and asset loss in others. While the literature has extensively highlighted the 

production of “remittance landscapes” (Hostletter 2007), my research points to the production of 

alternative “enforcement landscapes” in migrant-sending regions. With “successful” migrants 

appearing to accumulate dispossessed or sold assets, the paper makes the preliminary suggestion 

that remittance landscapes and enforcement landscapes are in fact co-produced.  

 

Appendix C: Migrant Debt Burdens, Entangled Moral and Material Economies, and 

Differentiated Dispossessions: The Uneven Geographies of Displacement among Guatemalan 

Deportees  

The third paper (unpublished) explores the production of uneven debt burdens and 

removal outcomes among deportees. Past scholarship on removal, including the articles 

presented in Appendix A and Appendix B, suggests that debt and dispossession are not uniform or 

mechanical processes. Indeed, scholarship on debt (Peebles 2010) and agrarian change (Edelman 

and Wolford 2017) have emphasized the highly contingent, multidirectional, and more-than-

financial dimensions of these processes. Yet, we currently lack research that systematically and 

comparatively examines uneven processes of dispossession and differentiation and the factors 

that might mediate these processes. With the bulk of past scholarship exploring dispossession in 

plain financial terms (including Appendix A and Appendix B), we particularly lack a sense of how 

other social variables, such as wider political-economic contexts, discourses around migration, 

and notions of justice might shape uneven patterns of dispossession across unique migrant-

sending regions.  

Drawing on critical agrarian studies (Edelman and Wolford 2017) and scholarship on 

debt (Peebles 2010), this article explores how entangled moral and material economies around 
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migrant debt help shape uneven patterns of dispossession and the consequences of removal 

among deportees. In this case material economies denote specific agrarian contexts, smuggling 

arrangements, and financial practices that shape differentiated migrant debt burdens. The idea of 

moral economies is used to capture the different discourses and meanings around migration, 

debt, and dispossession that co-constitute material processes (Thompson 1993). A close look at 

these entanglements reveals the production of uneven migrant needs for smuggling debt, 

opportunities for access to debt, relational burdens of debt, and rules or obligations around debt 

that together help shape uneven vulnerabilities, patterns of land dispossession, or differentiations 

from removal. In some instances, such as in the highlands, these entanglements appear produce 

additional vulnerabilities for migrant-sending households and hasten processes of dispossession 

among indebted deportees. Meanwhile, in the lowlands, a different expression of these 

entanglements effectively limits or externalizes debt burdens among migrants to reduce the 

tendency for dispossession after removal. In other words, and as I argue in the paper, where 

migration debts “live,” what they mean, and how they relate to broader contexts all shape the 

uneven geographies of removal in ways that ultimately leave some deportees relatively 

(materially) unscathed while pushing others towards socioeconomic destitution. 

Beyond underscoring the highly uneven consequences of removal and processes of 

differentiation, this paper makes three broad contributions aiming to expand on emerging 

scholarship in “post-removal geographies.” First, post-removal geographies and research on 

deportation hardships has generally emphasized the lived experience of the “event” of removal 

and its immediate consequences upon return to challenging contexts. These perspectives are 

integral, yet have come at the expense of robust research with the conditions and relations 

unfolding prior to migration, such as differentiated access to smuggling capital, that help lay the 
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groundwork for uneven vulnerabilities to debt burdens and differentiation well in advance of 

removal. This research accordingly seeks to underscore the importance of deep engagement with 

the site-specific contexts migrants emerge from and may be returned to generate a better sense of 

the vulnerabilities and outcomes of removal. Second, and as noted above, research on 

deportation and debt have tended to emphasize the financial dimensions of debt, overlooking the 

role of discourses and meanings in mediating processes of removal and their outcomes. This 

article accordingly aims to forefront the important role of moral and material entanglements in 

shaping uneven debt burdens and patterns of dispossession, specifically how ideas of reciprocity, 

debt obligations, and justice help shape uneven debt burdens and tendencies of dispossession. 

Finally, while there is an ample body of work exploring the spatial dimensions of border and 

immigration enforcement, less research has engaged with the spatial dimensions of post-

deportation. This article aims to demonstrate how differentiated removal outcomes are formed, 

expressed, and ultimately distributed across space in communities of migrant origin to produce 

uneven geographies of displacement.  

 

Conclusions: Future Research Trajectories 

By way of conclusion, this section discusses several possible future trajectories of 

research from this dissertation, some of which I hope to develop in future publication using data 

collected for this project. First and foremost, despite the efforts of a small group of scholars, the 

literature on removal remains limited to a relative dearth of empirically rich research on the 

consequences expanded enforcement and removal from the perspective of migrants and migrant-

sending communities. With the bulk of research to-date occurring in Guatemala, which 

emphasizes both the Guatemalan context and US policies and practices of enforcement, there is a 
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tremendous need to expand research on removal into new contexts and themes where distinct 

histories, dynamics, and actors are sure to render unique enforcement outcomes and feedbacks. 

This need extends not only to other regions of the Americas, but clearly other regions of the 

world. For example, annual returns from European Union member states (with uneven data 

recording practices) have generally ranged from 120,000 to nearly 200,000 over the past ten 

years (Eurostat 2021). To my knowledge, we know relatively little about the fate of these 

deportees or the wider implications of their removal, including their possible financial burdens 

and other hardships (cf. Schuster and Majidi 2013). This gap presents important opportunities for 

comparative research collaborations at different scales.  

Second, the literature on removal particularly stands to benefit from longitudinal research 

assessing deportation hardships as they extend across wider temporal scales. Dispossession often 

constitutes the loss of generational wealth for smallholders, yet we know relatively little about 

how these hardships reverberate to across new generations into the future. For instance, one 

migrant recounted how his father’s multiple deportations, debts, and the loss of land in years past 

contributed to the need for him to make his own attempts under the family’s dwindling land 

base. This migrant was then deported on three separate occasions, leading to the loss of another 

substantial parcel of arable land from their property. His preoccupation then turned to the 

reduced possibilities of his young children, who, in the absence of a dramatic change in fortunes, 

had an even greater need to migrate to form their own lives. This experience highlights the 

generational attrition of enforcement, whereby the removal of one migrant can foster a greater 

impetus for migration across wider social groups in the future and with enforcement potentially 

creating a multiplier effect for the very dynamic it aims to contain. A critical policy focus on the 

temporal dimensions of removal outcomes adds important perspectives to our understanding of 
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the scope of expanded enforcement. I plan to explore this theme further as the topic of the next 

article developed from this research.  

Similarly, additional research is needed returnees and households who are effectively 

stuck in their communities upon return. Much of the existing research on removal has 

emphasized how deportation perpetuates return attempts (e.g.: Appendix A). Yet, findings in the 

second paper (Appendix B) also identify instances in which debt and dispossession effectively 

foreclose on additional migration attempts as deportees lose the properties required to secure 

migration loans to cover smuggling fees. Moreover, the second paper briefly notes how stigma 

around failure can further marginalize deportees through the loss of social bonds and trust 

(confianza) required to secure crucial livelihood assets, including land rentals and loans for 

subsistence or market-based agriculture. In effect, some deportees can neither return to the US 

nor “sustainably” return to the communities, livelihoods, social relations, and sense of belonging 

they experienced prior to migration attempts, facing the persistent consequences of everyday 

socioeconomic and cultural dislocation well into the future. Past research has cursorily noted 

these dynamics, yet no known research has explored them in-depth, particularly how stuck 

deportees negotiate these circumstances. I believe research along this trajectory would reveal 

important details on the current conjuncture of migration in the Americas and its outcomes, 

whereby enforcement deepens or extends the need for migration across wider social groups 

while simultaneously impeding the possibility of doing so. I plan to fold a discussion of this 

topic into work on the temporal dimensions of enforcement, as outlined above. 

Third, future research should expand from an explicit emphasis on removal from the US 

to exploring the consequences of diverse geographies of “enforcement exposure” and their 

implications for migrant-sending regions. I believe the roots for this shift are present in Appendix 
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B, which highlights how abuses stemming from the condition of “deportability,” particularly 

wage theft and vulnerability to accidents, can drive default and the dispossession of properties in 

the migrant-sending communities in the absence of removal. Stoll (2010) has highlighted how 

limited work opportunities for undocumented workers in the US during the recent Great 

Recession also imperiled mortgaged properties. Recent work by Boyce and Launius (2019) also 

details the dispossession of family and community wealth among undocumented and mixed-

status households from the US immigration dragnet under penalties, lawyers’ fees, and the loss 

of work. These financial hardships in the US likely reverberate across borders to impact families 

in migrant-sending communities who remain tied to support from kin in the US. Furthermore, 

enforcement practices continue to expand into countries of migrant origin and transit, as 

Hiemstra (2019a) has detailed in the Americas. Indeed, with removals of Guatemalan nationals 

from Mexico now equaling or even exceeding removals from the US (with Appendix B 

highlighting one case) these dynamics merit additional attention. On this note, the expanding 

geographies of enforcement into new spaces in the Americas itself requires much greater 

attention in geography than it has received to date.  

Related to the above question is the tragedy of migrant death, which has received 

substantial attention at the US-Mexico border but very little academic scrutiny from the 

perspective of migrant-sending communities. Based on ethnographic observations and 

accompaniment with families searching for kin, the missing or deceased migrant crisis is vast in 

the western highlands. Community members noted that at least one migrant from Llanos del 

Pinal perishes in a crossing attempt every few years, and at least one young migrant perished 

during fieldwork after attempting to skirt around an interior Border Patrol checkpoint in south 

Texas. I was regularly shocked to find long daily queues of families from distant regions of the 
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highlands at Quetzaltenango’s office of the Ministry of Foreign Relations seeking to file missing 

persons reports after losing contact with their border-crossing kin. This missing migrant crisis is 

reminiscent of the widespread disappearances of during the armed conflict. Migrant death also 

manifests at the intersection of multiple pressures and vulnerabilities within the US. Recent 

reporting on the extreme July 2021 heat bubble in Oregon revealed a case of a recently arrived 

undocumented worker from Guatemala who, having paid (and ostensibly owing) $8,000 to reach 

the US, opted to continue working through the extreme temperatures, only to perish in the 

extreme heat (The Daily 2021). The connections between debt, exploitation, and possible death 

in the US merit additional attention (see Harrison and Lloyd 2011). Compounding these 

tragedies are the traumas of the unknown, a lack of clear guidance on proper procedures, 

shocking attempts at fraud by actors aiming to exploit family grief and vulnerability, and the 

limited resources available to aid in accompaniment. With migrant death and disappearance – 

both real and spectacular – constituting a key element of contemporary enforcement, we urgently 

need new in-depth research exploring how these dynamics are understood and experienced by 

communities who have faced prolonged histories of displacement and disappearance.  

Finally, I plan to develop a methodological paper addressing fieldwork as a practice of 

accompaniment and witnessing. As noted above, fieldwork in the highlands included efforts to 

support families facing a range of issues stemming from contemporary migration and 

enforcement, such as FOIA requests, asylum claims, and the search for information regarding 

detained, missing, and deceased individuals. This work came out of my own personal desire to 

conduct engaged research, but also from explicit observation by local leaders on the frequent 

limitations of research to generate concrete benefits for communities. This engagement presented 

three main challenges. First, I was generally underprepared to best support households with their 
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specific needs and questions. Second, accompaniment around these highly distressing 

experiences is extremely delicate. Third, at times there is little in the way of concrete relief that 

can be offered in the face of the enforcement monolith. These challenges eventually prompted a 

reorientation in how I approached this dimension of fieldwork, and how it related to the actual 

process and goals around data collection, most notably a shift towards witnessing and holding 

space for families. Following this dissertation, I hope to reflect on how I worked through these 

challenges and develop guidance for graduate students and others seeking to develop engaged 

fieldwork projects.  
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Abstract 
 
Expanded border enforcement has made unauthorized migration to the US more risky, costly, 

and prone to failure. Research on the material consequences of border enforcement for migrant-

sending households in Central America reveals that the economic hardships enforcement exacts 

on migrants at times diminishes enforcement’s desired deterrent power. Heightened risks have 

driven up the cost of migration and pushed many to fund their trips through loans. Consequently, 

migrant detention, deportation, or death can result in poverty and privation for indebted 

households and the seizure of loan collateral, typically homes and land, in turn prompting crises 

in household reproduction. With a US wage the most viable means to ameliorate economic 

hardships, enforcement outcomes push some to return migration. Our findings suggest that US 

border enforcement efforts at times perpetuate the very unauthorized migration they seek to 

impede, while also helping to reproduce the border itself by deepening the marginalization that 

drives migration decisions. 

 

Keywords 

Border enforcement, mass deportation, unauthorized migration, debt, dispossession, Central 

America 
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Introduction 

 This article explores extreme migrant indebtedness and cycles of debt-driven return 

migration stemming from enhanced US border enforcement and mass deportation. For Central 

Americans and Mexicans, border militarization has made unauthorized migration to the US 

increasingly risky and prone to failure. These risks have driven up the cost of migration and led 

many to fund their journeys through loans with the possibility of default following detention, 

deportation, or death. In Guatemala, where land and homes are commonly used for loan 

collateral, deportation at times results in the dispossession of critical livelihood assets by 

moneylenders and extreme economic hardships for deportees and their families (Bezares Cóbar 

2009).  

Past research has observed that migrant hardship is central to US enforcement paradigms 

and practices of deterrence (Ewing 2014; Slack et al. 2015, 2016). Yet, our research on the 

material consequences of border militarization and deportation for Guatemalan deportees and 

migrant-sending families demonstrates that the severity of migrant indebtedness at times 

undermines hardship’s power to deter. With a US wage as the only real recourse to pay down 

ballooning debts and prevent the dispossession of homes and land, enforcement’s consequences 

push some deportees into cycles of debt-driven migration. In other words, our research finds that 

border enforcement not only routinely fails to deter deportees, but in some cases actually 

perpetuates the very return migration it seeks to impede.  

This paper takes a close look at the lived experiences of migration and indebtedness to 

enhance our understanding of the material implications of “extra-border geographies of 

immigration enforcement” (Hiemstra 2012:293). Geographers hold an enduring interest in the 

forms and consequences of expanding US border and immigration enforcement (e.g. Coleman 
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2007; Nevins 2010; Slack et al. 2015). Yet, as Coleman and Stuesse (2016) observe, geography 

has only recently turned its attention to the outcomes of enforcement in migrant-sending regions. 

For example, Slack et al. (2013) in the “Migrant Border Crossing Study” have shed critical light 

on the experience of border repatriation for Mexican nationals, while Hiemstra (2012) explores 

the biopolitical implications of detention and deportation for families in Ecuador. 

Anthropologists, meanwhile, have long called for a critical “anthropology of forced removal” 

(Peutz 2006), and scholars across disciplines have highlighted the challenges deported migrants 

face with reintegration in their “home” countries (e.g. Boehm 2016; Brotherton and Barrios 

2011). In emphasizing enforcement’s sociocultural impacts, however, this body of past work 

overlooks some of its material consequences for deportees and their families. And while the 

literature clearly demonstrates enforcement’s persistent inability to deter migration flows (e.g. 

Cornelius and Salehyn 2007; Massey and Riosmena 2010; Massey et al. 2016), scholars have not 

adequately explored how some enforcement outcomes may influence new migration attempts.  

Similarly, migrant debt has received only fleeting attention in academic literature. An 

array of articles across Latin America note the pervasiveness of debt among deportees (e.g. 

Bezares Cóbar 2009; Boehm 2016; Gonzales Derás 2013; PDH 2009), yet only cursorily 

examine its origins and implications. Others have explored some of debt’s socioeconomic 

hardships, yet overlook its links to expanded enforcement (e.g. Rus and Rus 2014; Stoll 2012). 

Hiemstra’s (2012) pioneering work on the embodied geopolitical reverberation of US 

immigration enforcement in Ecuador highlights the prevalence of debt and difficulties of 

repayment among Ecuadorian deportees, yet omits close scrutiny of debt’s everyday economic 

challenges and role in perpetuating cycles of unauthorized migration. A survey analysis by 

Martínez et al. (forthcoming) examining future border crossing intentions of Mexican deportees 
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finds that debts incurred from deportees’ most recent crossing attempts appear to be an important 

driver of repeat migration decision, even after controlling for several theoretically relevant 

factors. Yet, their work foregoes close analysis of how debt impels return. And while scholars 

continue to examine the ever-shifting land-use and livelihood outcomes of migration and 

remittances in Latin America (e.g. Aguilar-Støen et al. 2016; Jokisch 2002; Radel and Schmook 

2008), this body of work has so far missed the prevalence and salience of deportation and debt in 

remaking these material landscapes.  

Migrant debt has emerged as a central enabler, driver, and outcome of unauthorized 

migration to the US. Our findings are grounded in qualitative research charting migrant and 

household experiences with debt and border enforcement in rural communities in the department 

(state) of Quetzaltenango, Guatemala. Central America is an appropriate region to examine the 

material implications of border and immigration enforcement given the prevalent cycles of out-

migration and deportation from the US. Of the roughly 300 migrants who depart Guatemala for 

the US daily, an estimated 200 are forcibly returned from the US or Mexico (IOM 2013). Based 

on fieldwork, the risks and demands of migration have more than doubled the cost of a coyote 

(guide) from Guatemala in recent decades, reaching upwards of US$8000 ($ Q60,000) per 

individual today. With general rural incomes hovering around US$2350 annually (INE 2016), 

and rural households typically lacking surplus land to sell (Isakson 2009), many migrant- 

sending families draw on informal mortgages from local lenders to cover their expenses. This 

capital often comes at a premium, however. Lenders typically offer loans at 10% interest per 

month, guaranteed by high-value properties such as agricultural land or homes. Wages and work 

opportunities in rural Guatemala are inadequate to repay debts of these proportions (Bezares 

Cóbar 2009).  
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Our research draws on key observations from agrarian studies and social reproduction 

literature to explore the implications of debt for rural migrant-sending households. We argue that 

debt not only threatens rural household ownership of the means of production, including land for 

cultivation and other key assets, it also undermines household social reproductive practices by 

imposing material deprivations and heightened demands for concentrating labor power in 

market- based activities. The hardships of debt are accentuated by the lack of concrete means to 

secure enough capital for loan repayment within Guatemala, which can ultimately push 

households into landlessness and homelessness. Debt places households on the precipice of 

destitution, for which return migration is the most viable remedy.  

More broadly, our research illustrates how today’s “violent borders” appear to reproduce 

themselves. Countering the prevailing logic that borders somehow buffer nation-states against 

preexisting violence and disorder, Jones (2016:5) argues that the “existence of the border itself 

produces the violence that surrounds it”. The border, he observes, “creates the economic and 

jurisdictional discontinuities” that provide “an impetus for the movement of people, goods, 

drugs, weapons, and money across it”. While a substantial body of scholarship has explored 

border violence, we contend that scholars must also examine how this violence simultaneously 

feeds back to shape enforcement regimes.  

In the US–Mexico borderlands, Massey et al. (2016) observed how US border 

militarization up to the late 2000s was driven in part by a “self-feeding” cycle of enforcement 

and apprehension, with expanded enforcement initially leading to more apprehensions, which in 

turn provided the rationale for more enforcement. More recently, Williams (2016) revealed how 

the state mobilizes migrant border death in conjunction with new discourses of humanitarianism 

and care to justify greater border intervention, paradoxically predicating expanded enforcement 
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on the need to save border crossers from the consequences of expanded enforcement. Williams 

and Boyce (2013) have elsewhere demonstrated how discourses and emotions of insecurity 

stemming from US border militarization foment local demands for increased state intervention. 

Our research points to the ways that enforcement’s hardships can deepen the material insecurity 

of migrants and their communities, which, in the eyes of the “gatekeeper state” (Nevins 2010), 

demands greater enforcement to contain. In other words, the US enforcement regime in the 

interior, at the border, and abroad is nourished in part by the socioeconomic violence that it itself 

creates.  

In what follows, we explore the emergence of debt migration at the intersection of two 

related processes: the expansion of US border enforcement and the ongoing deterioration of 

livelihood opportunities in Guatemala. From here we explore the experiences and implications of 

debt and enforcement among deportees and their families. We focus on the experiences of three 

migrant-sending campesino (farmer) households in rural Quetzaltenango to highlight different 

elements of debt migration, including the political economy of migrant finance, debt’s 

implications for social reproduction, and how repeated deportations only heighten the economic 

imperative for return migration. We conclude with some outstanding research questions at the 

confluence of migrant debt and expanded enforcement.  

 

Border Militarization and Expanded Hardships 

Unauthorized migration to the US is “one of the few remaining survival strategies” for 

many Guatemalan households struggling under eroding socioeconomic conditions (Green 

2011:372). Yet, expanding geographies of border enforcement have made migration increasingly 

precarious. An ample body of research across disciplines has demonstrated the general inability 
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of border and immigration enforcement to deter unauthorized migration to the US (e.g. Ewing 

2014; Massey et al. 2016; Slack et al. 2013). Indeed, the population of unauthorized Central 

Ameri- cans living in the US grew by an estimated 194% between 2000 and 2013 (Rosenblum 

and Ruiz Soto 2015). Yet, the preferred vehicles of deterrence—border militarization and 

hardship—continue to inflict deep suffering on migrants and migrant-sending families.  

The current paradigm of border enforcement emerged in the mid-1990s with the adoption 

of the “prevention through deterrence” doctrine. The strategy, manifest in programs like 

Operation Gatekeeper, concentrated border enforcement at historic urban crossing zones under 

the premise that the harsh US–Mexico borderlands would deter crossing attempts (Cornelius 

2001; Dunn 2009; Ewing 2014). Border crossers instead funneled into more remote areas, where 

they were vulnerable to the elements and predations of smugglers and other criminal elements. 

Prevention through deterrence produced an exponential increase in migrant death rates and an 

ongoing missing persons crisis (Martínez et al. 2013; Rubio-Goldsmith et al. 2006).  

Border militarization ramped up throughout the 2000s and into the 2010s under the rubric 

of anti-terrorism and national security following the attacks of September 11, 2001. From 

FY2000 to FY2013, Border Patrol staffing along the US’s southwest border grew from 8580 to 

18,611 agents (USBP 2016). Total fencing along the southern border grew from 77 miles in 

FY2000 to 700 miles in FY2014 and was accompanied by a slew of new surveillance 

technologies (DHS 2014). Beyond complicating entry, border militarization has dramatically 

heightened migrant vulnerability by helping to consolidate human smuggling with drug 

trafficking and cartels (Slack and Whiteford 2011); spurred collusion between cartels and 

Mexican state actors (Evans 2014); and enabled migrant kidnapping, dis- appearances, extortion, 

assaults, and sexual violence (Slack 2016; Slack and Whiteford 2011; Slack et al. 2013).  
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In the early 2010s, Customs and Border Protection rolled out a new “Consequence 

Delivery System” (CDS), a set of punitive “strategies designed to make the experience [of 

apprehension] so difficult and costly that migrants [would] not return” (Slack et al. 2015:110). 

The component programs of CDS mete out criminal charges, deportations, and lateral 

repatriations (deportation to remote locations in an attempt to separate migrants from smuggling 

networks) (Ewing 2014). CDS has resulted in increased rates and durations of migrant 

incarceration in the US, family separation, and the repatriation of deportees to unfamiliar and 

dangerous areas of the border (Ewing 2014; Slack et al. 2015). Slack et al. (2016) have also 

noted the systemic abuse and deprivation of migrant detainees as a key element in Border Patrol 

strategies of deterrence.  

Crisis legislation following the 2014 “surge” of unaccompanied minors from Guatemala, 

Honduras, and El Salvador led to an outsourcing of the US’s immigration directives against 

Central Americans to Mexican authorities via the new Programa Frontera Sur (“Southern Border 

Program”). Under US funding and political pressure, Mexican authorities stepped up efforts to 

intercept migrants through improved border infrastructure at main points of entry and an 

expanded security footprint along key migration routes. New border facilities, road checkpoints, 

police presence, and efforts to close down migrants’ use of the railroad system led to an 85% 

increase in Mexican apprehension of Central American migrants between 2014 and 2016 

(Isacson et al. 2017). Yet, much like the “funnel effect” pushing migrants into remote regions of 

the US–Mexico borderlands following the intensification of US border enforcement, Frontera 

Sur has not deterred migrants but instead forced them to seek alternative, and exceedingly risky, 

crossing routes with heightened levels of violence and abuse from criminal gangs, authorities, 

and smugglers (Arriola Vega 2016; Isacson et al. 2017).  
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Figure 1: Documented Deportations of Guatemalan Nationals, 2004–2016 
(source: Dirección General de Migración, Gobierno de Guatemala; no data available for 
terrestrial deportations 2005–2006).  

 

 

These aggregate enforcement initiatives have taken a heavy toll on Guatemalan migrants seeking 

to reach the US, resulting in hundreds of thousands of deportations from the US and Mexico over 

the last decade (see Figure 1). Untold others have fallen victim to border enforcement practices 

that continue to make them vulnerable to cartels, violence, exploitation, and the desert’s remote, 

harsh passages.  

The hardships imposed by migrant debt and dispossession fit squarely within the 

parameters of US border enforcement’s desired outcomes. Yet, their overall effectiveness as a 

deterrent is another matter entirely.  

 

Deteriorating Livelihoods 

Despite these heightened perils, the population of unauthorized Guatemalans in the US 

grew by an estimated 389% between 2000 and 2013 (Rosenblum and Ruiz Soto 2015). 
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International labor migration remains central to the reproduction of Guatemalan households and 

communities, particularly in rural regions where poverty rates typically hover around 70–75% 

(Aguilar-Støen et al. 2016). The deterioration of rural livelihood opportunities has not only 

created generations of economic migrants, but also obliges deportees to make return attempts. 

Rural dislocation is not a recent phenomenon in Guatemala. A lengthy history of 

dispossession of indigenous lands and subsequent cycles of internal seasonal labor migration are 

inextricably linked to the formation of the modern nation- state (Grandin 2000; McCreery 1994). 

In the 1970s, these cycles of internal labor migration began to extend out to the US. Guatemala’s 

brutal 36-year armed conflict and its associated privations, including a dramatic undermining of 

the rural subsistence base, elevated these flows as new waves of refugees ventured to the US in 

search of sanctuary and economic opportunities (Jonas 1991; Jonas and Rodríguez 2014). 

Patterns of rural displacement and migration to the US did not cease with the signing of the 1996 

Guatemalan Peace Accords. The state’s failure to address persistent poverty, inequality, and 

insecurity has continued to whittle away campesino livelihood viability in the post-war era 

(Jonas and Rodríguez 2014).  

Neoliberal economic restructuring following the Peace Accords has largely heightened 

these core drivers of migration. Restructuring across Latin America has “reduced economic 

spaces” and prompted a “crisis” in traditional livelihoods for many campesino groups (Hecht 

2010:164–165; Kay 2008). In Guatemala, national reforms, followed by the 2006 Central 

American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA), eliminated the market viability of traditional maize 

production for smallholders without providing clear economic alternatives (Alonso-Fradejas 

2015; Isakson 2014). Greater integration with deregulated global markets eroded seasonal labor 

opportunities in traditional export economies like coffee (Velásquez Nimatuj 2013). Meanwhile, 
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a renewed agrarian extractivist project for primary materials and multi-use flex crops such as 

sugarcane and palm oil has fueled land grabs while offering limited opportunities for rural work 

(Alonso-Fradejas 2015).  

Today, average smallholdings remain insufficient to meet basic subsistence needs 

(Isakson 2009). Roughly 80% of land is controlled by less than 5% of the population (Aguilar-

Støen et al. 2016). Inflating land prices have pushed new purchases out of the reach of most 

Guatemalan households, and especially rural youth (AVANCSO 2015; Oglesby 2003). These 

barriers to land, labor, and subsistence reproduce the plight of a people made “disposable”, who 

are “no longer necessary or needed in their home countries” (Green 2011:370). While 

unauthorized migration to the US has eased these conditions for some over the last several 

decades, expanded border enforcement is slated to contain these hardships to Guatemala and 

more tightly bind campesinos to destitution.  

 

Debt, Dispossession, and Social Reproduction  

We evaluate the hardships and implications of border enforcement for rural households 

by drawing from insights on debt found in agrarian political economy and social reproduction 

literatures. Agrarian studies has long recognized debt as a central driver of peasant alienation and 

differentiation in the development of capitalism (Chayanov 1986; Gerber 2014; Kautsky 1988; 

Lenin 2004). Chayanov (1986: 262) singled out mortgage credit as a mechanism to “convert the 

farmers into a labor force working with other people’s means of production”, while Gerber 

(2014:734) argues that indebtedness represents “the third main mechanism of primitive 

accumulation” in the global South today.  
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Dispossession from debt is neither uniform nor predestined, however (Gerber 2014). 

Brass (2010), for example, has highlighted how debt can result in labor bondage that effectively 

reverses proletarianization by making labor “unfree”. In other instances, creditors may have no 

real ambitions to acquire properties so much as accumulate surplus labor value through 

collecting interest in perpetuity (Gerber 2014). The experiences and implications of debt are also 

contingent on the specific arrangements of household production. Rural producers across Latin 

America, and certainly in Guatemala, typically draw from both subsistence and market-based 

forms of provisioning, in what have been called “semi-proletarian” (Kay 2000) or “subsistence 

plus” (Bernstein 2010) livelihoods. Debt can weigh unevenly on households relative to their 

specific capacities to mobilize labor and capital for loan repayment.  

These past observations underscore the need to examine the forms and consequences of 

debt in their context (Peebles 2010). Our research accordingly focuses on how debt impacts 

campesino production and reproduction in both the short and long term. Specifically, we 

examine debt’s imposed limitations: how it can erode both campesino means of production 

through the dispossession of assets critical to subsistence and commodity production as well as 

the ability to reproduce labor day to day.  

The concept of social reproduction—the “fleshy, messy, and indeterminate stuff of 

everyday life” (Katz 2001:711)—is a useful framework for exploring the day-to-day experiences 

and potential confines of debt. Social reproduction enjoys an expansive theoretical and analytical 

frame, unified by a fundamental interest in understanding “the material and social practices 

through which people reproduce themselves on a daily and generational basis” (Katz 2001:709). 

Social reproduction is often placed in dialectical relation to production, as the non-remunerated 

practices that enable wage or other forms of productive labor, yet critical scholars continue to 
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blur these substantive and conceptual boundaries (Mitchell et al. 2003). More broadly, social 

reproduction provides a “lens for focusing on the unequal distribution of conditions of 

flourishing that render some bodies, some workforces, and some communities more precarious 

than others” (Strauss and Meehan 2015:2).  

Gerber has noted how debt can push rural households into a kind of “structural 

adjustment program” involving deep austerity paired with a focus on capital generation through 

“intensifying production, engaging in commercial activities, and enrolling in temporary wage 

labor” (2014:737). In this sense, we might evaluate the implications of migrant debt in terms of 

the “feminization of survival”, which highlights how debt crises are borne in the sphere of social 

reproduction on particular bodies in particular ways (Bakker and Gill 2003; Strauss and Meehan 

2015). This lens offers a useful means to assess the ways that the hardships of border 

enforcement and mass deportation are experienced and absorbed differentially, and the actions 

indebted households take to remain viable.  

 

Research Site and Data 

This research draws from sequential fieldwork by the two authors in Guatemala between 

2012 and 2015. The bulk of research for this article involved semi- structured interviews and 

focus group discussions in the municipality of Cajolá in the department (state) of 

Quetzaltenango. Cajolá is composed predominantly of indigenous, semi-proletarian Maya Mam 

smallholders, dependent on both traditional agrarian production and other forms of market-based 

provisioning, such as wage labor or commodity production. The history of Cajolá in many ways 

exemplifies the multiple forms and iterations of enclosure, exploitation, and repression 

experienced by indigenous highland communities in the development of Guatemala’s agrarian 
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capitalism (Velásquez Nimatuj 2013). These enduring challenges, especially limited land, have 

led many from the community to turn to transnational labor migration to the US to maintain 

agrarian livelihoods. Cajolá’s leaders estimate from a local census that roughly 30% of the 

town’s total municipal population of 20,000 are current or former migrants to the US. 

Participants were primarily members of Maya Mam or K’iche’ ethnic groups. Interviews 

and focus group discussions were largely conducted in Spanish, yet in three instances an 

interpreter (a university student in anthropology from Cajolá) facilitated translation from Mam to 

Spanish. Many participants carried debts at the time of interview, ranging from roughly 

US$1500 to US$10,500. Our data sample consists of 18 interviews in Cajolá and nearby 

communities with deportees and other migrants who failed to reach the US. We also conducted 

19 interviews with family members of migrants, principally mothers and partners, who had direct 

experience living under migration debts. In addition, we held several focus group discussions 

with the partners and kin of current migrants or deportees, composed of four to eight participants 

in six different communities for a total of 37 participants. The names of some participants have 

been changed for confidentiality.  

 

Foreclosed Land, Imperiled Livelihoods 

The following section traces the outcomes of border enforcement and debt from the 

perspective of deportees and migrant-sending family members. As noted, our research indicates 

that debt imperils campesino reproduction in the short and long term by threatening household 

means of production and imposing extreme material hardships. The threat of dispossession, 

coupled with limited local options for reprieve, makes return migration the most viable 

alternative for indebted households to avoid destitution, despite its known risks. Each section is 
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grounded in the experiences of specific participants and supplemented with observations from 

other interviewees. The sections explore facets of debt migration while collectively highlighting 

how debt’s hardships create new imperatives to attempt return migration. The first section, 

exploring the experiences of José, draws links between deportation and debt while also providing 

a nuts-and-bolts overview of the political economy of debt migration. The following case, 

Josefina, demonstrates how the material deprivations stemming from debt and the struggle for 

repayment can create deep crises in household social reproduction. Finally, the experience of 

Héctor and his family exhibits how repeated deportations not only fail to deter return attempts, 

but heighten debt and deepen the necessity for migrants to attempt return migration.  

 

José 

José is trapped. Like many from his hometown of Cajolá, Quetzaltenango, José set out 

north with the goal of improving his family’s economic circumstances. And like many, his 

pursuit of economic stability led to hardship and turmoil. José’s debt stemmed from two attempts 

to reach the US. On the first in the early 2010s he was captured outside of Tucson, Arizona and 

deported to Guatemala, losing the Q20,000 down payment for his trip (per a unique arrangement 

with his coyote). His first failure eventually led to a second attempt, this time through Texas, 

where he was caught by the Border Patrol and sent back bearing an additional Q20,000 in debt to 

the same lender. Back home in Cajolá, José watched the 10% monthly interest on his loans, 

borrowed against his house, push his cumulative debt to roughly Q80,000 (~US$10,500).  

At the time of our interview José was three months away from defaulting on his 

combined loans. Non-payment would result in the seizure of his home by the moneylender. 

Faced with weighty debts, mounting interest, and the threat of dis- possession, José was 
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reluctantly beginning to conclude that a US wage was his only way out: “This is what I’m 

contemplating right now ... I don’t know how I’m going to get out of this ... I don’t know how. 

But I’m thinking of going again.” His impetus to return rests on the lack of local opportunities to 

accumulate capital needed to halt foreclosure: “To pay this here ... no. If they give you work 

here, you make Q200–300 a week ... if there’s work.”  

José’s predicament is illustrative of the experiences of many from Cajolá and surrounding 

villages. Interview participants universally highlighted how an increasingly dangerous and 

expensive journey has created widespread migrant indebted- ness. Eduardo, a community leader 

and former migrant, observed: “We submit ourselves under a loan without really knowing the 

trajectory of the road ... with- out knowing [our] fate.” Another focus group member commented: 

“The risk is in the trip. Our people have returned, but not under their own will ... they don’t 

return for lack of money [in the US].”  

For most Cajolenses debt is a precondition for securing passage north. As one former 

migrant put it: “If you want to go, you have to get a loan ... always.” With farmer incomes 

averaging around Q14,000 (~US$1900) annually (INE 2016), gathering the approximately 

Q60,000 (US$8000) or more needed to secure a coyote through local work and savings is 

virtually unheard of. Most sending families do not typically sell properties to raise funds either. 

Eduardo emphasized that most prospective migrants simply lack the extra plots to sell. Parting 

with land and capital before reaching the US, securing work, and repaying debts can imperil 

household subsistence in both the short and long term. Or, as in the case of José, who is a land-

poor worker, selling his house would push his family into homelessness. Most households elect 

to gamble on retaining properties in a mortgage over permanently losing key family assets. 
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Specific conditions vary from lender to lender, but borrowers are almost uniformly 

required to guarantee loans with properties worth several times more than the capital itself, 

typically arable land or homes (or often houses with adjoining parcels for small-scale 

cultivation). Interest, typically around 10%, is usually charged monthly over the principal for a 

set repayment period. Repayment periods are variable and not always firm, but often span from 

one to three years for larger loans. While certainly designed to extract value from higher US 

wages, loan conditions ensure that creditors, especially lenders with limited disposable capital, 

do not fall victim to the precarity of the border or migrants skirting repayment once in the US. 

The steep interest rates and risk of foreclosure together oblige migrants to quickly amass capital 

for repayment. 

Mortgages are typically secured through informal sources, ranging from family members 

to neighbors, local lenders, and other creditors associated with coyote networks. Borrowers often 

cobble together funds through several small loans, often starting from within the family and 

radiating outwards to lenders with whom they have some degree of confianza (trust, social 

bond). Interfamilial loans normally, although not universally, afford greater repayment flexibility 

and lower interest rates. Formal sources, such as banks and microcredit institutions, are generally 

inaccessible for most sending households. Besides prohibitions on funding migration, most 

prospective migrants fail to meet loan requisites in the first place, such as credit histories, 

properties listed in the national land registry, investment plans, or social collateral networks. Yet, 

in some cases, migrants or their kin are able to borrow from banks and microcredit institutions 

under pretenses of funding business investments and land purchases, and then funnel funds to 

coyotes.  
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Informal loans are usually elaborated as an oral agreement between lender and borrower, 

and guaranteed with a contrato de compraventa through a lawyer or notary. The compraventa, 

which is normally reserved for transfers of property ownership, legally cedes collateral assets to 

lenders as if they were being sold, yet with borrowers informally retaining use rights during 

repayment. Upon loan repayment the lender returns the mortgaged property back to the borrower 

through a new compraventa contract. Lenders typically demand the compraventa because it 

facilitates the dispossession of properties in the event of loan default. Collateral seizure through 

the typical lending contract, the contrato de mutuo, involves a prolonged, expensive, and public 

legal proceeding before lenders can take possession of properties. In contrast, the compraventa 

enables a relatively quick, legitimate, and inexpensive means of dispossession.  

Rising risks at the border are reflected in typical coyote arrangements as well. Coyotes 

usually offer three attempts to reach the US from Guatemala with each arrangement. Prior to 

travel a migrant routinely pays an enganche (down payment) of up to half the full price 

(Q25,000–30,000, or ~US$3000–4000). The remainder is due upon arrival—often upon reaching 

a predetermined location in the US, although some claimed that coyotes occasionally demand the 

full balance immediately upon crossing into US territory. Three failed attempts to reach the US 

result in the loss of the enganche, which for most households still represents a significant loss. 

Intensified border security accordingly bears significant consequences for possible scales of 

migrant debt. Some migrants are at their most vulnerable shortly after reaching the US, when 

they owe full coyote fees, yet have not had sufficient time to make inroads on repayment. 

Immediate detention, deportation, or death can therefore be profoundly destabilizing by 

burdening sending households with full debts and ballooning interest while also neutralizing 
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their means to pay them down. Eduardo observed that recent expansions in border enforcement 

had prompted Cajolá’s current debt crisis:  

 

The [US] government started putting more money into border security and that started 

causing losses here in Cajolá ... [D]eportations got more massive. They started deporting 

people from Cajolá, many people who had arrived and hadn’t paid their debts are still 

working to this day to try and get back what they had used as collateral.  

 

Jacobo, a former migrant and the father of a current migrant working in the US, also singled out 

how the increasing frequency and length of migrant detention can ultimately send debts spiraling 

out of control:  

 

... many people spend three months in detention centers in the United States and the 

interest [on their loans] keeps running, in those three months. They come back for a 

month or two and try to return again, which means another two or three months. Now 

they’re almost at a year [since the first trip] ... [B]y then the interest is almost equal [to 

the principal].  

 

Foreclosure would thrust José’s family into homelessness. When asked if he believed his lender, 

a member of a nearby community, would actually seize his home, José could only express 

uncertainty. José notes that some lenders, occasionally former migrants themselves, can be 

patient with the circumstances deportees face. Some lenders are content to collect running 

interest as they wait for a migrant to ultimately reach the US. Beyond the immediate threat of 
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dispossession, the tenuous hope that a lender might become patient with the repayment timeline 

once a debtor finally reaches the US and secures work drives many to try again. Several 

interviewees remarked that foreclosure becomes rare once payments from the US begin to arrive, 

no matter if the maturity date has already lapsed.  

 Yet, José has also witnessed other deportees bled for capital and ultimately removed from 

their land. Other small-scale local lenders may ultimately need to dispossess borrowers in order 

to avoid financial hardships themselves. Cajolenses are quick to recall seizures involving family, 

friends, and neighbors. Jacobo, reflecting in a separate interview on the outcomes of debt in 

Cajolá, noted:  

 

Many here in Cajolá have already been evicted because the owner of the money comes 

and says, “The house is mine. You mortgaged it.” ... here in [my neighborhood] I have 

three relatives who have been kicked out. Now they’re living with other people ... That’s 

why many people after their second deportation keep on trying.  

 

The intersections of rural deterioration and border militarization have pushed José to the brink of 

total ruin with no clear way out. With no further assets to sell, too far in debt to ask his current 

lender for more capital, and restricted from taking out new loans on his mortgaged property, 

José’s only real recourse is to beg his coyote to guide him once more on fiado (credit) and hope 

his lender is paciente if he keeps trying. He would like to make the trip on his own, he claims, 

but he does not know the way.  
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Josefina 

In 2005 Josefina and her husband Reymundo took out a modest loan to cultivate potatoes 

on their small rented plot roughly 20 minutes from the outskirts of Quetzaltenango. The harvest 

was poor, however, and Reymundo decided to head to the US to cover their outstanding debts. 

The family secured a new Q40,000 mortgage on their house at a low 2% interest rate from a 

nearby microcredit cooperative to pay a coyote. Yet 15 days after his departure Josefina received 

news from fellow migrants that Reymundo had perished in the desert on the Tohono O’odham 

Nation near Sells, Arizona from exposure as he tried to evade the Border Patrol. As Josefina 

remarked: “Arizona sent him back, but in ashes.” Reymundo’s death brought the family face to 

face with the very real possibility of loan default and the seizure of their home.  

Outstanding debts and the looming threat of dispossession not only imperil campesino 

means of production, they also engender very tangible crises in social reproduction as 

households struggle to reproduce both their labor power and means of production under extreme 

austerity. Agrarian scholars have long noted the propensity for poor and indebted farmers to 

enter into extreme austerity in times of economic strife in order to retain their limited properties 

(Bernstein 2010). As Chayanov famously observed: “In the course of the most ferocious 

economic struggle for existence, the one who knows how to starve is the one who is best 

adapted” (1991:40). We find that the hardships of household structural adjustment under debt 

heighten the drive to make return migration attempts to the US.  

Facing the possibility of default following Reymundo’s death in Arizona, and without the 

means to send herself or one of her children to the US or additional properties to sell, Josefina, as 

she remarked, “put myself to work”. Her days under debt began at 3am or 4am (“or if really late, 

5am”), tending to her small milpa and vegetable plots before moving onto whatever work she 
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could find in town, including cleaning houses, butchering animals, fieldwork, and embroidery 

projects at home for sale. Work often stretched to 11pm, nearly fitting three workdays into one. 

Her children were often enrolled to help with the labor. Perennially lacking adequate 

employment to cover the Q3000 (~US$400) minimum monthly payments due to the cooperative, 

Josefina was forced to ask neighbors and other lenders for credit, available at the standard 10% 

monthly interest rate. Her overall debts quickly climbed to roughly Q80,000 (~US$10,500). 

Material scarcity accompanied Josefina’s extreme work regime:  

 

It was really hard, really hard because there were days that I didn’t have [food] to give to 

my children ... There were moments I would say to them: “today we aren’t going to eat 

because I have to pay. Today we aren’t going to have bread because I don’t have 

[money]” ... What am I going to give to my children? They need shoes? There aren’t any. 

They want to study? I can’t [support them].  

 

The family’s diet became meagre: “We ate, but it wasn’t sufficient—some atol [a cornstarch 

drink], tortillas with salt, or a bit of greens ... what we can find ... but real food, no.” The family 

often passed five to six days each month without any food to channel all available capital to 

repayment. Extreme debts also impose deep emotional and social turmoil that heightens the 

difficulty of remaining home. Focus group participants reported overwhelming senses of 

apprehension and sadness, accompanied by sleeplessness and difficulty eating. One participant 

from Patzún, Chimaltenango noted that it feels like “you are in a hole ... like you can’t get out, 

like drowning”. Focus group participants highlighted the power of stigma and gossip around 

failure to reach the US: “you feel shame going around [in the street] with debt”, as if your 
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circumstances are the result of a migrant forsaking their family or falling into drinking or 

idleness. For some deported and indebted migrants, the pressures and stigmas of debt lead to 

self-destructive behaviors. Several participants from Cajolá commented on the use of alcohol as 

a common escape. Miguel observed: “For those who can’t find a way to pay their debts, some 

turn to alcohol, or throw themselves into other vices, so that they die as quickly as possible. 

That’s what I’ve seen.”  

Stress is fueled in part by fear of reprisal from lenders. A focus group partici- pant noted, 

“tension always exists” between lender and borrower, which can lead to conflict. Errant 

borrowers fear verbal and physical harassment and abuse from lenders persistently seeking 

repayment. Focus group members from Patzún recounted the experience of a particularly 

aggressive local lender who, accompanied by machete-wielding henchmen, would threaten 

violence if deportees failed to repay loans or vacate their mortgaged properties. “This is no 

longer living”, noted one of the participants who had experienced the aggression. “It’s as if you 

were a slave to problems, including health, problems with the family ... crying ... and the lender 

always comes to threaten [you].”  

Josefina finally managed to repay all of her remaining debts after three full years of work. 

In contrast to other indebted households, her lenders appeared to be more patient with 

repayment, perhaps recognizing the difficulty of her circumstances and constant efforts to find 

employment. Josefina also benefited from the occasional support of neighbors who helped her 

secure work and food. How- ever, loan repayment came at the expense of her physical wellbeing. 

“I’m tired now ... I already worked so much, now I can’t anymore ... I get tired. But if I hadn’t 

fought they would have taken my home.”  
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To date, Josefina is the only known case in our research of a household that succeeded in 

repaying outstanding immigration debts without the aid of US wages. For many indebted 

deportees, the extreme struggle of repayment in Guatemala under a prolonged crisis of social 

reproduction is untenable relative to making return attempts. As Josefina frankly remarked: “It 

isn’t easy to believe this, but that’s how it was.” Despite these traumas, Josefina herself still 

wishes to migrate to the US one day in the hope of providing a better future for her family.  

 

Héctor 

“What we own is the debt.” The weight of debt is sending Juan Carlos’s son, Héctor, 

back north. Héctor has made three failed journeys to the US to date. Despite a relatively low 5% 

monthly interest rate, the three failed attempts have pushed the family’s debts to Q48,000 

(~US$6400). The debt and the persistent lack of local work, compounded by the expenses of 

several operations and treatments to remedy an eye malady for Héctor’s brother, directly 

imperiled the family’s two cuerdas1 of agricultural land used for collateral. Juan Carlos somberly 

observed:  

 

There’s no way ... the total just gets more and more extreme ... when we work, we pay. 

But when there isn’t any work, well ... what do we give? We are totally traumatised, 

psychologically. One worries, it’s sad, our situation ... If there were some alternative, 

some opportunity in Guatemala, I don’t think he would go ... [but] he’s going to go again 

to pay the Q48,000 ... he has to go out of necessity.  

 
1 A cuerda is a loose unit of measurement whose precise dimensions vary regionally. In the region of 
Quetzaltenango, two cuerdas measure slightly over a fifth of an acre. 
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Héctor’s case illustrates how repeated deportations, rather than deterring future crossings, can 

intensify the need for migrants to reach the US, leading in some cases to cycles of debt-driven 

migration. Each deportation grows the debt, which increases the urgency to reach the US and the 

duration a migrant would need to work in the US to repay loans. One focus group participant 

from Patzún succinctly observed: “Here a farmer earns Q40 a day. How are you going to pay off 

a Q200,000–300,000 debt with that?”  

The loss of Juan Carlos’s two cuerdas would not only harm the family’s immediate 

capacity to subsist, but also the generational reproduction of household members as campesinos. 

Juan Carlos continued:  

 

The problem is, where are my children going to live in the future? More poverty is going 

to come. It’s going to get worse. More poverty. That’s why [Héctor] wants to go, to be 

able to eventually buy land. Because I only have two cuerdas of land ... that’s why the 

situation is so critical. So critical.  

 

Instances of repeated deportations fueling massive debt and repeated attempts abound in rural 

Guatemala. As Cajolá community leader Eduardo observed: “Many, many return with debts, and 

this debt begins to push you.” One interviewee, Humberto, from nearby San Martín 

Sacatepéquez, recounted the experience of his brother, Manuel, whose debt eventually climbed 

to Q225,000 (~US $30,000) through a sequence of failed attempts. “He went, they deported him, 

he went, they deported him, he went, they deported him. This happened to him five times. That’s 

how it is. It happened five times”, Humberto said. With each failure his need to reach the US 

intensified. Manuel was finally successful on his sixth attempt, but then spent the next five years 
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of his life working in a poultry processing plant in South Carolina to unshackle himself from the 

immense financial burden. Prolonged debt repayment prevented Manuel from remitting to sup- 

port his family or saving the capital needed to purchase his own land and return home.  

San Martín Sacatepéquez community activist, María, recounted a case with her nephew 

who had already been deported twice after being caught in the desert, yet had just recently set out 

north again:  

 

He used up two attempts. So, what happened then? He still got a portion of the money 

back. He paid Q45,000 and we were still able to get Q15,000 back [the remainder after 

the enganche] ... So his family tells him: “well, you’re going to do what you have to do: 

pay [the outstanding debt here] or make an arrangement so that you can go again” ... 

What did he decide to do? If he were to stay, he of course can’t pay. He’s condemned, 

he’d be in debt for 10–15 years.  

 

Owing debt on the first attempts, debt from an additional loan, and interest on both, the nephew 

finally made it to the US where, despite receiving US wages, he still struggles to make sufficient 

payments on the interest and principal. “The hope of the migrant when they leave is to succeed”, 

noted Eduardo:  

 

[B]ut if they don’t make it the first time, they look for a second or third loan. And finally, 

when you owe Q100,000, Q120,000, your life is worthless. Then you just throw yourself 

at [the border].  
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Return migrants are fully conscious of the hardships that await them throughout the journey and 

at the border. The consequences that enforcement inflicts on unauthorized entrants often hold 

little weight relative to the crises of social repro- duction from extreme debts in Guatemala. As a 

former migrant and father of a current migrant, Jacobo, observed:  

 

[Migrants] confront things they already know about. Many already know how the trip is, 

but with the hunger and poverty, they have to do it ... [E]veryone, when they leave, they 

know they may make it or they may be returned.  

 

Deported migrants drive themselves further into debt and risk their lives again and again because 

the alternatives in Guatemala—capitulation, physical and emotional trauma, dispossession, and 

financial ruin—are not viable alternatives. Héctor and his family are intimately aware of what 

the journey holds. They have heard the stories of the Cajolenses who were kidnapped and 

brutally murdered by the Zetas drug cartel in late 2010 and early 2011. On his most recent 

attempt in 2012 Héctor nearly passed out in the Sonoran desert after being abandoned by his 

group. Alone, and resigned to death, Héctor survived only by chance when he was found by the 

Border Patrol. He then found himself in a migrant holding facility in Arizona, knowing that as 

each month passed without work at a US wage his debt increased and his family’s situation 

worsened. Back in Guatemala, his mounting debts and the looming threat of dispossession were 

tipping the calculus towards enduring those hardships once again.		
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Conclusions 

This research demonstrates how US border enforcement and mass deportation at times 

exacerbate migrant indebtedness, further deteriorating the economic circumstances that fuel 

migration in the first place. Outstanding immigration debts push some migrant-sending families 

into crises of reproduction by imperiling household means of production and everyday 

subsistence. The scales and experiences of debt, in conjunction with limited opportunities at 

home, are so extreme that return migration to the US becomes the most viable means of reprieve. 

Slack et al. (2015) have argued that no cost, peril, or punishment will prevent return attempts by 

many deportees seeking to reunite with loved ones in the US. Our findings suggest that the 

deterrent power of enforcement practices is similarly diminished when deportees bear extreme 

debts. We believe our findings also point to the ways that the violence of enforcement, in this 

case the socioeconomic marginalization resulting from deportation, appear to aid the 

perpetuation of the enforcement regime.  

It is imperative to expand research on debt migration under the current intensification of 

internal immigration policing and likely expansion of border enforcement. In the remainder of 

this article we would like to share possible areas of additional research around debt migration. 

We feel that longitudinal research with migrant cohorts is particularly necessary to capture both 

the short- and long-term implications of enforcement and debt migration for migrants and their 

families.  

First, we urgently need a better understanding of the implications of internal immigration 

enforcement for debt repayment and return migration. Our research has highlighted how 

unauthorized entrants are at their most financially vulnerable shortly after crossing into the US, 

when they incur the full coyote fee, yet have not had the opportunity to secure work and capital 
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to initiate repayment. Harrison and Lloyd (2012) have already made important headway in this 

direction by noting the disciplining power of debt and deportability in making workaholic, 

compliant, yet invisible undocumented laborers. Yet, how can debt shape practices outside of the 

realm of production? To what degree do migrants draw on local social networks and new 

borrowing opportunities in the US to repay usurious loans?  

Second, many researchers have highlighted chronic insecurity as an increasingly 

significant driver of migration from Central America and Mexico, and also a source of 

vulnerability for deported youth (Brodzinsky and Pilkington 2015; UNHCR 2014). New research 

is needed to explore how debt among deportees intersects with ballooning rates of violence. We 

would suspect, as migration finance occasionally overlaps with criminal networks, that debt can 

increasingly enmesh deportees in violent economies, heighten vulnerability and insecurity, and 

further drive return attempts.  

Finally, the experiences of some research participants suggest that the burden of extreme 

debt is at times outsourced to extended family and social networks in a wider effort to manage 

the fallout of detention and deportation. As Slack et al. argue, “a deportation should not be seen 

as an event affecting only the deportee, but as one affecting their family members and 

community as well” (2015:122–123; see also Hiemstra 2012). Additional research is needed to 

examine how hardship is collectivized within larger family and community networks. Our 

preliminary findings suggest that beyond prompting return migration attempts among deportees, 

the collectivization of debt and enforcement hardships may actually drive new, first-time 

migrants north in a bid to avoid the dispossession. This appears particularly plausible when 

prolonged immigration detention in the US both threatens mortgaged assets under running 

interest and prevents quick return attempts.  
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Finally, future research is needed to assess how migrant debt and dispossession drive 

broader processes of social change in sending regions. Our research suggests that border 

enforcement serves as a kind of social sorting mechanism—a lottery—that produces new 

differentiations in sending communities. We strongly suspect that debt migration leads to the 

concentration of land and capital, resulting in wider social marginalization and a reduction of 

local livelihood opportunities. Much like the force of severe hardship in superseding the 

deterring power of border enforcement, we suspect that this entrenchment of inequity in what we 

term “debt landscapes” may ultimately deepen the need for new migrant cohorts to seek 

opportunities abroad.  
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Abstract 

Unauthorized migration under global regimes of border and immigration enforcement has 

become more risky and costly than ever. Despite the increasing challenges of reaching, 

remaining in, and remitting from destination countries, scholarship exploring the implications of 

migration for agricultural and environmental change in migrant-sending regions has largely 

overlooked the prevalent experiences and consequences of “failed” migration. Drawing from 

recent fieldwork in Central America with deportees, this paper demonstrates how contemporary 

migration at times reverses the “channels” of agrarian change in migrant-sending regions: instead 

of driving remittance inflow and labor loss, migration under contemporary enforcement can 

result in debt and asset dispossession, increased vulnerability, and heightened labor exploitation. 

Diverse migration outcomes under expanded enforcement also reveal a need to move beyond the 

analytical binary that emphasizes differentiations between migrant and non-migrant groups while 

overlooking the profound socioeconomic unevenness experienced among migrants themselves. 

With grounding in critical agrarian studies, feminist geographies, and emerging political 

ecologies of migration, this paper argues that increased attention to the highly dynamic and 

diverse lived experiences of migration under expanded enforcement stands to enhance our 

understanding of the multiple ways in which contemporary out-migration shapes livelihoods and 

landscapes in migrant-sending regions.  
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Migration, immigration enforcement, agrarian change, dispossession, Guatemala 
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Introduction 

 This paper explores how expanded border and immigration enforcement shape 

landscapes and livelihoods in migrant-sending regions. It demonstrates that our understanding of 

the implications of migration for agrarian change and other socioenvironmental dynamics can be 

greatly enhanced through closer attention to the highly varied and contingent experiences of 

contemporary migration under expanded enforcement regimes. The experiences of deportees and 

other “failed” migrants reveal alternative forms and pathways of agrarian change and social 

differentiation in migrant-sending regions.  

Research spanning decades across disciplines and geographic regions has sought to 

understand the multifaceted implications of labor out-migration and remitting for migrant-

sending families and communities. From the outset, this literature has taken a particular interest 

in how migration reshuffles land distribution and land use dynamics among rural migrant and 

non-migrant households (Durand et al. 1992; Massey et al. 1987; Reichert 1981). In the ensuing 

years, the literature has expanded from these origins to form a robust body of work exploring the 

complex outcomes of migration for a gamut of agricultural, social, and environmental dynamics, 

as well as the multiple factors that shape trajectories of change across unique spatial and 

temporal scales (Cole et al. 2015; Deshingkar 2012; Hostettler 2007; Jokisch 2002; Jokisch et al. 

2019; Taylor et al. 2016). With global migrations showing no sign of abating under intersecting 

economic, security, and environmental crises, continued research on migration and its 

implications for migrant-sending communities remains as relevant as ever.  

While this growing literature continues to enhance our understanding of the ways in 

which migration and remitting shape landscapes and livelihoods in migrant-sending regions, it 

has largely overlooked a dramatic shift in the experiences, contingencies, and outcomes of 
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migration itself under the rapid global rise of border and immigration enforcement (Bestman 

2019; Mountz 2020; Nevins 2010; Peutz and de Genova 2010; Vogt 2013). Reaching and 

remaining in destination countries under expanded enforcement regimes are increasingly risky, 

costly, and prone to failure. These challenges are particularly pronounced for migrants fleeing 

eroding economic and security conditions in Central America, Mexico, and elsewhere, who now 

face heightened levels of surveillance, interdiction, violence, and hardship throughout the 

journey to the US (Dunn 2009; Ewing 2014; Kovic and Kelly 2017; Slack 2019; Slack et al. 

2016; Vogt 2013). Federal funding of the US Border Patrol has increased from $326 million to 

approximately $4.7 billion from FY1992 to FY2019 (Martínez et al. 2019), with Border Patrol 

staffing at the US southern border growing from 3555 agents in FY1992 to 16,731 agents over 

the same period (USBP 2019). In 2012, it was estimated that approximately 200 of the 300 

individuals departing Guatemala for the US were deported from either Mexico or the US per day 

(IOM 2013). The deportation of Guatemalans from the US has doubled in the past decade, 

reaching 54,547 forced repatriations in 2019 (Abbot 2020). Estimates suggest that approximately 

550,000 undocumented Guatemalan nationals currently reside in the US (Cohn et al. 2017), yet 

nearly 900,000 Guatemalans were deported from the US and Mexico combined between 2009 

and 2019 (IOM 2020). Despite these efforts, the expansion of enforcement has widely failed to 

deter continued unauthorized migration attempts (Cornelius and Salehyan 2007; Hiemstra 2019; 

Hiskey 2018; Johnson and Woodhouse 2018; Massey et al. 2016; Slack et al. 2015).  

While scholars have carefully documented the rise of US enforcement, we are only 

beginning to understand the multiple consequences of this expansion for migrant-sending 

households and communities in countries of origin (Coleman and Stuesse 2016). Amid recent 

contributions to this literature (Boehm 2016; Brotherton and Barrios 2011; Golash-Boza 2015; 
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Heidbrink 2020; Hiemstra 2019; Peutz 2006; Slack 2019), we particularly lack an understanding 

of the socioeconomic and material implications of enforcement in migrant-sending regions 

(Johnson and Woodhouse 2018). This gap ex- tends to scholarship assessing the outcomes of 

migration for processes of agricultural, environmental, and developmental change. Despite a 

steady growth in enforcement since the mid-1990s and scattered observations noting the 

enduring challenges of migration and instances of migrant deportation and debt (Aguilar-Støen et 

al. 2016; Hostettler 2007; Jokisch 2002), no known research has systematically examined 

enforcement outcomes for migrant-sending regions. To date, the literature has predominantly 

explored the complex outcomes of migration through conceptual and methodological approaches 

that emphasize migrant “success,” remittance inflows, and local labor loss while overlooking the 

proliferating incidence and consequences of migrant precarity and “failure” from policing, 

apprehension, and deportation.  

Recent research in Central America highlights how expanded enforcement generates new 

risks and costs for undocumented migrants. Rising smuggling fees fuel widespread migrant 

indebtedness, while apprehension and deportation in turn foster deep economic hardship that can 

drive the sale or dispossession of homes and land leveraged to fund migration attempts (Bezares 

Cóbar 2009; Heidbrink 2019; Johnson and Woodhouse 2018; Stoll 2012). These findings reveal 

how migration under expanded enforcement drives novel forms of agrarian change in migrant-

sending regions. In other words, in contrast to the “remittance landscapes” (Hostettler 2007) 

emphasized in recent scholarship, contemporary migration experiences and outcomes appear to 

generate alternative “enforcement landscapes” in countries of origin.  

Building from past research on migrant debt, deportation, and dispossession in 

Guatemala (Johnson and Woodhouse 2018), and with grounding in critical agrarian studies 
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(Edelman and Wolford 2017), feminist geographies (Hiemstra 2012; Massaro and Williams 

2013), and political ecologies of migration (Radel et al. 2018), this article offers a case study on 

the formation of enforcement landscapes in migrant-sending regions. I argue that migration un- 

der expanded enforcement produces alternative pathways of change to those emphasized in the 

literature through mechanisms of migrant debt, property loss, and the growth of a highly 

exploitable local labor pool. The experiences of deportees also reveal the profound unevenness 

generated within migrant cohorts. This differentiation is largely obfuscated in contemporary 

research that groups and evaluates migration consequences among migrant and non-migrant 

households. The distinct experiences of deportees suggest a need to move beyond this conceptual 

binary to capture greater complexity in migration outcomes. In sum, I argue that our 

understanding of the implications of migration for migrant-sending communities can be 

enhanced through greater attention to the highly challenging and dynamic nature of migration 

itself.  

This article first provides a brief review of the literature exploring the consequences of 

migration for agricultural, environmental, and socioeconomic change, with a focus on 

scholarship in Latin America. I then highlight some of the conceptual and methodological 

shortcomings of the current literature, particularly as they relate to the shifting realities of 

contemporary migration under expanded enforcement. The following section charts the 

expansion of US border and immigration enforcement since the mid-1990 and its consequences 

for undocumented migrants seeking to enter and remain in the US. Following an overview of 

fieldwork conduced in Guatemala and this study’s conceptual orientation, I then present research 

findings revealing how different facets of expanded enforcement come to shape livelihoods and 

landscapes in migrant-sending regions. Findings include an overview of common trends in 
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migrant debt, deportation, and property loss among the research sample and three brief case 

studies highlighting reversed channels of agrarian change and the production of difference 

among deportees. This article concludes with outstanding research topics and questions.  

 

Literature Review 

Migration and Agrarian Change 

 Over the last four decades, scholars have conducted extensive research assessing the 

diverse implications of international labor out-migration for migrant-sending communities. The 

roots of this literature in the Americas stem from initial studies conducted in rural Mexico 

beginning in the late 1970s and early 1980s (Durand et al. 1992; Massey et al. 1987; Mines and 

de Janvry 1982; Reichert 1982), with Reichert observing in 1981 that almost no prior research 

had explored “the effects of U.S.-bound migration on Mexican sending communities” (1982: 

56).  

Early research was primarily interested in assessing the developmental implications of 

migration and their downstream consequences for evolving migration streams. Given the rural 

context, “development” (or the absence thereof) was evaluated in terms of the possibilities and 

practices of “productive” economic investments in land, agriculture, or other ventures by migrant 

households with newfound remittances, yet under the constraint of reduced local labor 

availability from out-migration. Impacts were generally assessed through comparative analysis 

of the economic realities and opportunities of migrant households relative to their non-migrant 

counterparts, such as uneven patterns of land access among the two cohorts (Cohen 2005; de 

Haas 2007; 2010; Massey et al 1987; Mines and de Janvry 1982; Reichert 1981). 
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While debates on migration’s developmental implications continue (Cohen 2005; de Haas 

2010; Delgado Wise et al. 2013), these initial studies sparked a line of research exploring the 

implications of migration for agricultural and environmental dynamics at different scales. As 

Jokisch (2002) and others (Aguilar-Støen et al. 2016; Deshingkar 2012; Taylor et al. 2016) 

outline, scholars examining agrarian change initially observed instances of migration fostering 

agricultural degradation or abandonment (Hecht et al. 2006; Kay 2008; Lambin and Meyfroidt 

2010), investment and intensification (Aguilar-Støen 2012; Durand et al. 1992; Durand et al. 

1996), or other “middle path” engagements with land and production, such as geographically 

extensive and labor-light production strategies (Davis and Lopez-Carr 2014; Taylor et al. 2016; 

Schmook and Radel 2008). Each of these land-use change trends have been observed in 

Guatemala across diverse geographical and temporal scales (Aguilar-Støen 2012; Aguilar-Støen 

et al. 2016; Moran-Taylor and Taylor 2010; Taylor et al. 2006; Tayor et al. 2016). 

More recent work, however, has demonstrated that trajectories of agrarian and 

environmental change are challenging to assess, scale dependent, and highly conditioned by 

intersecting structural circumstances, with migrants typically investing in land and agriculture 

only when concrete productive opportunities exist (Radel et al. 2019). Accordingly, current 

research has largely departed from attempting to claim definitive trajectories of change and 

instead aims to reveal the diverse contextual factors and conditions through which situated 

processes of agrarian and environmental change unfold. Scholars have observed a number of 

factors mediating the character of agrarian change in unique contexts, including political-

economic dynamics at multiple scales (Jokisch 2002; Taylor et al. 2016); land tenure 

arrangement and land quality (Deshingkar 2012); policies, institutions, and incentives (Aguilar-

Støen 2012); gender and family dynamics (Deshingkar 2012; Radel and Schmook 2009); and 
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spatial “imagined futures” (McKay 2003). Longitudinal research by Taylor et al. (2016) in 

Guatemala highlights how changes to agrarian systems from migration are neither unidirectional 

nor permanent amid shifting obstacles and opportunities at different scales. Similarly, research 

assessing the developmental consequences of migration has transitioned from debating “whether 

migration has either positive or negative developmental impacts” to “why migration has 

contributed to development in some communities and much less, or even negatively in others” 

(de Haas 2007: 7). That said, scholars have found that migrant households tend to accumulate 

more land than non-migrant households (Aguilar-Støen 2012; Taylor et al. 2016), and that 

subsequent inflationary pressures often push assets and properties out of reach for many.  

The literature has made substantial strides in improving our understanding of migration 

and agrarian change dynamics across space and time. Yet, amid these advancements, scholarship 

by and large continues to draw on a conceptual model developed in earlier research that holds the 

intersecting “channels” of remittance inflows and reduced labor availability as the central drivers 

of change from migration (Jokisch et al. 2019; Radel et al. 2019). The bulk of research also 

continues to measure change through comparative assessment of various socioeconomic 

indicators between migrant and non-migrant households. In doing so, the literature has largely 

overlooked a dramatic shift in the conditions and outcomes of migration itself over the last 

several decades and their role in driving unique forms of change in migrant-sending regions.  

 

Expanding Geographies of Enforcement  

 In the past quarter century, expanding geographies of border and immigration 

enforcement have made undocumented migration increasingly costly and perilous, with profound 

ramifications for the physical, emotional, and financial well-being of migrants, their families, 
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and migrant-sending communities. While this article focuses on expanding enforcement in the 

Americas, other scholars have examined the growth of enforcement as a broader global trend 

emerging in different forms and spaces between traditional migrant-sending and migrant-

receiving territories (Bestman 2019; Bialasiewicz 2012; Mountz 2010; 2020; Tazzioli 2018). 

The contemporary US border and immigration enforcement paradigm stems from efforts 

in the mid-1990s under the Clinton Administration to dissuade unauthorized border crossings 

through a strategy of “prevention through deterrence.” The strategy was premised on the belief 

that increased costs, challenges, and dangers to unauthorized border crossing would deter 

potential entrants from making attempts (Cornelius 2001; de León 2015; Dunn 2009; Ewing 

2014; Nevins 2010). The strategy involved sealing off historic urban crossing zones, such as San 

Diego, CA and El Paso, TX, to make the rugged US–Mexico borderlands the only variable path 

of entry. Policymakers believed that migrants would be disinclined to expose themselves to the 

heightened costs and hardships of remote crossings. Moreover, as de León (2015) observes, 

funneling migrants into the borderlands was thought to isolate unauthorized crossers for easier 

apprehension.  

Despite failing to halt migration attempts, policymakers have continued to double down 

on the strategy of increasing the costs, dangers, and penalties of attempted entry. Enforcement 

grew throughout the 2000s, with the September 11, 2001 attacks prompting the Bush 

Administration to expand border staffing, surveillance, and barriers under new anti-terrorism and 

national security initiatives (Hiemstra 2019). Over this period, enforcement also turned inward, 

expanding efforts to apprehend and deport migrants living and working in the US without 

documentation (Coleman 2007; Miller 2014). In the late-2000s and early-2010s the Obama 

Administration enacted the “Consequence Delivery System”—a gamut of enforcement strategies 
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“designed to make the experience [of apprehension] so difficult and costly that migrants [would] 

not return” (Slack et al. 2015: 110; see also Ewing 2014; Slack et al. 2016).  

Over the last two decades, a range of US-driven enforcement efforts have also expanded 

into new spaces in the Americas. Regional security initiatives, such as Plan Frontera Sur in 

Mexico and Plan Venceremos in Central America, as well as a collection of other international 

partnerships with foreign government agencies (Hiemstra 2019), have resulted in a substantial 

increase in the apprehension and deportation of foreign nationals by the Mexican government 

(Isacson et al. 2017). These efforts have effectively created a new “vertical border” (Kovic and 

Kelly 2017) across areas of migrant transit in Mexico (Arriola Vega 2016; Miller and Nevins 

2017; Vogt 2013).  

Under the Trump administration, unauthorized migrants faced the expansion of the US 

border wall and security infrastructure (Isacson 2020), increasingly abusive and punitive 

treatment in detention, including family separations (Chontiner 2019; SPLC 2020), more direct 

involvement of Customs and Border Protection agents in the apprehension and deportation of 

foreign nationals in Mexico and Central America (DSR 2020), the erosion of asylum rights and 

protocols (Bruno 2019), public health and safety disasters in border encampments under the 

Migrant Protection Protocols (HRF 2020; PHR 2019), a renewed emphasis on internal 

apprehensions (Ryo 2019), and proliferating violence throughout Mexico (Semple 2019; Slack 

2016) and increasingly at the Guatemala–Mexico border (MSF 2019). While the new Biden 

administration has already taken steps to end a number of Trump-era policies (Murdza 2021), the 

core elements of border and immigration enforcement currently remain in place.  

Expanded enforcement and the emergence of the contemporary “polymorphic” border 

(Burridge et al. 2017) have made migration progressively more difficult for Central Americans 
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and others. Amid estimates of fluctuating rates of unauthorized migration from Guatemalan be- 

ginning in the mid-2000s (Jonas and Rodríguez 2014), followed by more consistent growth since 

the mid-2010s (Cohn 2017), the deportation of Guatemalan nationals from the US grew by 

approximately 370% over the same timeframe, from 11,500 in 2005 to 54,600 in 2019. When 

including removals from Mexico, the total deportations for 2019 nearly doubles, rising to 

103,700 (IGM 2020). The expansion of US border enforcement has empowered human and drug 

smuggling cartels and exposed migrants to untold horrors of violence and exploitation in Mexico 

(Slack 2019; Slack et al. 2016; Vogt 2013). These dangers and the “commodification” of 

migration (Vogt 2013) have substantially increased the price of entry to the US. Data from 

fieldwork conducted for this article reveal that the cost of hiring a smuggler or coyote to travel 

from Guatemala into the US grew from approximately $500 in the late 1980s to approximately 

$5000 in the mid-2000s and now upwards of $10,000 (with rates of inflation and currency 

exchange remaining relatively constant over that time period). Instead of deterring potential 

attempts, these elevated costs often bind migrants to cycles of debt-driven return migration to 

pay smuggling loans (Johnson and Woodhouse 2018). The weaponization of the borderlands has 

led to a tragic growth in migrant death and disappearance, with at least 300–500 known migrant 

deaths recorded near the border every year (Cornelius 2001; IOM 2020; Rubio-Goldsmith et al. 

2006; Slack et al. 2016) and a more recent increase in the ratio of deaths to migration attempts 

(Boyce et al. 2019; Reineke and Martínez 2014).  

 

Towards Enforcement Landscapes 

 A handful of scholars contributing to migration and agrarian change literature have made 

important observation on the enduring challenges and heightened costs of reaching and remining 
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in the US. For example, Durand and Massey (1992) and Durand et al. (1996) observe how 

migrants often first channel the bulk of their early remittances towards smuggling loan 

repayment. Jokisch notes that deportees in Ecuador “must pay off the debt or lose the family 

landholdings, or whatever else they used as collateral” for smuggling loans (Jokisch 2002: 531). 

Jokisch also observes the “precariousness of the remittance economy” for migrant- sending 

families, given the multiple obstacles to safe arrival and securing work in the US (541). In 

Guatemala, Moran-Taylor and Taylor (2006) as well as Aguilar-Støen et al. (2016) report 

instances of prospective migrants mortgaging or selling land to fund migration at- tempts, with 

the latter study also finding outstanding debt burdens among some returnees. Hostettler in 

Mexico notes the “highly variable” consequences of migration, with some migrant-sending 

families “[suffering] from a “failed” migration attempt due to large loans that were taken in order 

to finance migration” (2007: 126). Cohen notes that “national borders remain obstacles for many 

migrants” (2005: 99), yet puzzlingly dismisses their possible role in shaping migration and 

remittance outcomes. Furthermore, while scholars widely recognize that migration outcomes are 

heterogenous (de Haas 2010), analysis of differentiation has generally centered on comparative 

work between migrant and non-migrant house- holds. Recent research by Carte et al. (2019) 

observes uneven socioeconomic outcomes among migrant cohorts, yet between groups engaged 

in distinct migration and political-economic processes from different migrant-sending countries. 

Despite these observations, no known research has systematically explored the wider 

consequences of “failed” migration and debt for livelihoods and landscapes in migrant-sending 

regions. The bulk of research on migration and agrarian change has largely overlooked the 

highly dynamic and precarious nature of contemporary migration— a process that “always 

remains ongoing” (Boyce 2020: 1). As Vogt observes from research in Mexico with migrants in 
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transit, “[m]igrant journeys are rarely neat or linear and complicate traditional conceptualizations 

of migration from departure to arrival.” Instead, “migration is a complex, makeshift, and often 

ambiguous lived experience that depends on and reconfigures processes of social exclusion and 

inequality” (Vogt 2013: 766). Others have emphasized that, even upon reaching the US, many 

migrants experience a persistent condition of “deportability”—“the protracted possibility of 

being deported—along with the multiple vulnerabilities that this susceptibility for deportation 

engenders” (Peutz and De Genova 2010: 14). Harrison and Lloyd (2011), for example, observe 

heightened migrant labor exploitation in the US due to deportability and the urgency of paying 

outstanding migration loans. Recent work by Boyce and Launius (2019) reveal the extreme 

financial burdens experienced by undocumented or mixed-status families exposed to 

immigration enforcement in the US. With approximately 83,500 Guatemalans deported on 

average from the US and Mexico combined each year since 2010, success is far from guaranteed. 

The lived experiences of deportees and others underscore the need to align scholarship on 

migration and agrarian change with the realities of migration under expanded enforcement. 

Attending to the range of contemporary migration outcomes, including alternative “channels” of 

change and the unevenness produced within migrant cohorts, is crucial for understanding of how 

migration shapes livelihoods and landscapes in migrant-sending regions. Research with 

deportees also underscores the urgent need to fill the empirical gap on enforcement 

consequences. The mounting risks, costs, and penalties of migration reverberate through 

migrant-sending households and regions in ways that scholars are only beginning to recognize.  
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Materials and Methods 

 This article draws from data gathered during 18 months of fieldwork between late- 2017 

and mid-2019 in two distinct regions of rural Guatemala, including the community of Llanos del 

Pinal near the city Quetzaltenango in the western highlands and a constellation of small rural 

communities around the town of Caballo Blanco, Retalhuleu on the Pacific lowlands. The two 

research sites were selected in order to conduct comparative analysis on migration and agrarian 

change trends in two distinct agroecological zones. Research builds off of past work on migrant 

indebtedness in a separate town, Cajolá, approximately an hour from Quetzaltenango in the 

western highlands (Johnson and Woodhouse 2018).  

Data collection occurred through semi-structured qualitative interviews primarily with 

individuals who had experienced some form of apprehension and deportation from the US and/or 

Mexico. The research sample includes the experiences of 60 unique migrants, mostly young to 

middle-aged men, split nearly evenly between the two study regions. Sub- jects recounted 

migration experiences that ranged from a handful of initial crossings in the late-1980s and early-

1990s to as recently as 2018, with the majority occurring between 2012 and 2018. Interviews 

explored participant livelihoods and productive assets; migration histories and funding strategies; 

experiences with transit, border crossing, apprehension, detention, and deportation; and the wider 

socioeconomic outcomes of failure upon return to communities of origin. Interviews also 

included baseline quantitative data collection on migration finance and debt. An additional 12 

local leaders were interviewed to explore overarching community histories and shifting 

experiences with agrarian livelihoods, migration, and expanded enforcement. Research also 

revealed an alarming number of families, particularly in the western Highlands, who had 

experienced the disappearance of kin during crossing attempts at the US–Mexico border. One 
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individual openly shared her experience with the disappearance of her spouse. Although migrant 

disappearance and death have been found to plunge households into extreme economic hardships 

(Johnson and Woodhouse 2018), no additional interviews exploring these dynamics were 

pursued due the extreme sensitivities of the subject. Research also involved a handful of 

interviews with local banks and lending cooperatives about migration lending policies, practices, 

and observations. Ethnographic notes were recorded throughout fieldwork to assess everyday 

dynamics and meanings around migration, debt, and agrarian change. Interviews were gathered 

primarily though snowball sampling and the assistance of local leaders. Informed consent was 

obtained from all subjects involved in this study. Interviews were transcribed and coded to reveal 

key dynamics and relationships within and across individual cases and research sites. 

Quantitative data extracted from interviews were also tabulated to provide an overarching view 

of shifting trends in migration and deportation, the political economy of migration finance, and 

deportee debts and asset transfers following failed attempts.  

Research was informed by emerging literature from critical agrarian studies, which 

maintains a keen interest in “analyzing agrarian social classes and the political-economic forces 

that call them into existence or make them disappear, and that facilitate or impede their 

reproduction” (Edelman and Wolford 2017: 963). This focus on differentiation was 

complimented by recent scholarship on the “political ecology of migration” that “considers 

migration within its historical and political context, with an emphasis on underlying structural 

explanations and a consideration of outcomes from a social justice perspective” (Radel et al. 

2018: 265). A political ecology of migration offers a “holistic” view of the multiple, intersecting 

factors that shape migration decision and their outcomes. Finally, research drew from 

perspectives in feminist geography, which “start from the subject” (Smith 2009: 200) and their 
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everyday lived experiences to highlight previously overlooked “scales, voices, and topics” within 

wider social, economic, and political processes (Hiemstra 2017: 329). In migration research, this 

approach “facilitates drawing connections between policymaking and the everyday lives of 

migrants” (Hiemstra 2012: 294; see also Slack and Martínez 2020). As Vogt notes, “[m]igration 

is not just a livelihood strategy but also a material and embodied lived experience” (Vogt 2013: 

776). 

Both research communities are comprised of primarily semi-subsistence households, 

drawing on a mix of traditional and market-oriented agriculture and intermittent jornadas 

(agricultural day labor) and other forms of seasonal wage labor when available. Rural households 

in the lowlands rely on small parcels to grow milpa or just maize for consumption and sale, 

followed by a second harvest of sesame as a cash crop. In the dry seasons many seek work on the 

nearby sugar cane and palm oil plantations. In the highlands, producers rely on even smaller 

parcels to grow milpa for consumption and assorted vegetables for bulk sale in nearby markets in 

Quetzaltenango. Proximity to Quetzaltenango also enables some to find work in construction, 

businesses ventures (particularly in the markets), and other urban jobs. Jornada and seasonal 

labor wages in both regions typically range between $4 and $6.50 per day.  

Numerous scholars have examined Guatemala’s prolonged history with international 

labor migration and the multiple drivers that continue fuel rural displacement. Contemporary 

rural out-migration stems from the development of an extractivist agrarian economy that has 

historically dispossessed communities, particularly indigenous groups, to secure land and foster 

rural dependency on seasonal migration to plantations for wage labor (Grandin 2000; McCreery 

1994). Entrenched patterns of internal labor migration began to extend outwards to Mexico and 

the US in the late-1970s with the intensification of the armed conflict and genocidal “scorched 
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earth” campaign aiming to eliminate guerrilla insurrection against the stranglehold of national 

and international elites on lands, natural resources, and political power. Many fled to the US for 

asylum, while others joined northward streams in search of economic opportunities in the 

wreckage of the conflict (Jonas and Rodríguez 2014).  

While the 1996 Peace Accords formally ended the conflict, enduring structural challenges 

and inequalities ensured the continuation of out-migration flows (Jonas and Rodríguez 2014). 

New post- conflict neoliberal reforms favored expanded agrarian extractivism and other mining 

and energy “megaprojects” to the detriment of smallholder production, land access, and labor 

opportunities (Alonso-Fradejas 2015; Carte et al. 2019; Isakson 2014; Velásquez Nimatuj 2013). 

Today, many smallholders live under a condition of “slow displacement,” in which prolonged 

neoliberal political-economic governance “[provokes] a kind of displacement from the land that 

[unfolds] slowly over years” (Carte et al. 2019: 2). With average landholdings remaining 

insufficient to meet basic household subsistence (Gauster and Isakson 2007), rural poverty rates 

reaching 75% (USAID 2020), rural incomes hovering around $2350 annually (INE 2016), and 

two-thirds of agricultural land held by only 2.5% of farms (USAID 2020), migration is necessary 

for both the immediate and generational social reproduction of rural families.  

Overarching national trends in migration are reflected in both research sites. While no 

community directly experienced violence from the armed conflict, the heightened tensions, 

economic ruin, threats of forced recruitment by the military, and apparent success of others in the 

US led many to depart. Growth in migration continued throughout the 1990s and, according to 

some local leaders, reached its apex in the 2000s. Although flows have perhaps reduced slightly 

since the 2000s, they remain unquestionable strong as structural conditions continue to 

undermine the viability of rural livelihoods. Deportation remains so common that one local 
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leader in the highlands referred to it as “customary.” Participants in both regions noted the 

challenges of agricultural production due to low and variable commodity prices, the high cost of 

inputs, limited land access, and unending cycles of agricultural debt. Most smallholders expect to 

lose money in corn cultivation and, if yields are adequate, balance out losses with a slight profit 

in cash crops and/or wage labor. Farmers in both the highlands and lowlands have also struggled 

under variable precipitation patterns in recent years. While additional research is needed to 

establish concrete links between global climate change and migration, changes to seasonal 

precipitation and temperatures in Central America are likely to exacerbate existing challenges for 

producers (Blitzer 2019; Lustgarten 2020). A growing frequency and intensity in extreme 

climate events, such as recent 2020 Hurricanes Eta and Iota, also appear poised to propel new 

climate refugees north in the coming years (Kitroeff 2020).  

Many participants identified cycles of fruitless investments and outstanding debts in 

agriculture as immediate drivers of decisions to migrate. Even if smallholders profit, the total 

income is typically insufficient to overcome an enduring state of deprivation or fund bigger 

projects, such as expanding production, investing in businesses or education, dealing with health 

emergencies, or buying tools and property. As the mother of one migrant remarked on the 

realities of rural life: “we’re really just giving our parasites something to eat.” Land prices are 

inflated to the point that it is virtually impossible to purchase additional properties for expanding 

production, building a home, or fulfilling social norms of passing land to the next generation 

without remittances.  

As explored in past work (Johnson and Woodhouse 2018) and observed by others 

(Bezares Cóbar 2009; Heidbrink 2019; Stoll 2012), the heightened cost of migration to the US 

coupled with limited wages and work opportunities in migrant-sending communities push many 
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to fund migration attempts through loans from local moneylenders, banks and lending 

cooperatives, neighbors, and family members. According to participants and fieldwork 

observations, the overwhelming majority of contemporary migrants fund their journeys partially 

or totally through debt. Given the elevated loan amounts and heightened risks, lenders (with the 

exception of loans between family members) demand high-value properties as guarantees, 

typically homes and land. In many cases moneylenders require a compraventa contract that 

legally transfers ownership of the mortgaged property over to the lender until the borrower pays 

in full. This arrangement places borrowers under substantial vulnerability, as it gives lenders the 

right to evict families and take full possession of mortgaged properties at any time over the 

course of the loan. Lenders also impose high interest rates, both simple and compound, usually 

ranging from 3% to 10% per month over a one-year timeline, to pressure quick repayment and 

extract value from migrant labor in the US. 

Detention and deportation provoke an acute economic crisis for many indebted migrants. 

Debt obligations, ballooning interest, the tangible threat of property dispossession, and no real 

means to repay loans while in custody or on meagre local wages create a heightened urgency to 

immediately return to the US. As observed in past research (Johnson and Woodhouse 2018), the 

hardships and vulnerabilities of deportation and debt also prompt a kind of household “structural 

adjustment” (Gerber 2014), in which families reduce expenditure and intensify economic 

activities to generate capital for loan repayment. Currently there are no known state or non-

governmental efforts to support indebted deportees. Some participants received sup- port from 

church organizations or wider social networks. Yet, by and large, one’s debts are viewed as one’s 

own responsibility, while the shame and taboo of deportation inhibit others from seeking 

assistance.  
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Even for those who reach the US, debt repayment is a substantial burden amid the 

heightened costs of living in the US, the need to support family back home with remittances, 

variable work opportunities and suppressed wages, and constant threats of apprehension and 

deportation. One deportee observed how, in the initial months after reaching the US, he budgeted 

one-quarter of his monthly wages to cover expenses in the US, another one-quarter to support his 

family in Guatemala, and the remaining half to repay his smuggling loan. For successful 

migrants who find steady work in the US, it can take anywhere between six months and two 

years to repay debts in full.  

While certainly possible, dispossession is not a predetermined outcome of deportation 

(Johnson and Woodhouse 2018). Indeed, many deportees eventually make it to the US and repay 

their loans. Or, in other cases, moneylenders offer some degree of patience with deportees or 

among those struggling under limited work opportunities in the US. In other cases, households 

collectively manage to work off debt burdens, or family in the US step in to repay loans and take 

possession of mortgaged properties. Yet, as the findings below demonstrate, other less fortunate 

migrants eventually succumb to debts and lose properties through dispossession and forced sale. 

Moreover, with every failure, the means to secure new loans and make additional return attempts 

dwindle.  

 

Results and Discussion 

 When Edwin (all names are pseudonyms) attempted to reach the US for the first time in 

2000, his aim was, as he put it: “to not have to eat just beans and greens, but to eat something 

more.” He hoped to save money to build a house on the piece of land he was slated to inherit 

from his father, and also buy additional agricultural parcels to: “live better, do something for my 
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family, have a future.” These were goals he could never achieve as a land-poor day laborer, 

seasonally earning between $35 and $45 a week on the Pacific lowlands. Edwin’s father 

supported the idea and helped Edwin secure a $1600 loan at 5% monthly interest from a local 

moneylender using family land as the guarantee. The $1600 loan would pay for his trip to the 

US–Mexico border, where he would then get a second loan from family already in the US to pay 

the salto (border crossing). Although he made it through Mexico without incident, Edwin got lost 

in the unfamiliar borderlands on his crossing attempt and was eventually detained and deported 

back to Guatemala. His original debt quickly grew to surpass $2600 and, seeing no alternatives 

to stem the tide, Edwin’s father sold 16 cuerdas (approximately 0.7 hectares), including the 

portion Edwin was set to inherit, to pay.  

With even greater urgency to reach the US and recoup losses following the fracaso 

(failure) from his deportation and land sale, Edwin tried again a few years later in 2005. his time 

he borrowed $2400 at 6% interest per month to cover the journey to the border. Yet, he was 

again detained and deported—now from Mexico—on three consecutive attempts. With growing 

debts, no resources to make any additional trips, and still reeling from the sale of his family’s 

land, Edwin was pushed into sharecropping on a nearby plantation—a fate reserved for the “most 

screwed” according to one local leader, in which, for a small fee, farmers first grow their own 

corn on plantation land in exchange for then cultivating a second crop of sesame or forage crops 

along with completing other odd tasks for the landowner. It took Edwin approximately four years 

of sharecropping to pay off his debt. “Deportees”, he remarked, “don’t even come back to more 

beans, we come back to just tortillas. Why? Because we lose the little we have, and we go, and la 

migración grabs us, and it’s over.” To date, Edwin has been unable to extract himself from 

sharecropping to provide for his family.  
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Reversed Channels of Change 

 Research with deportees reveals a vastly different set of experiences, outcomes, and 

drivers of change for livelihoods and landscapes in migrant-sending regions than those 

emphasized in past research. Instead of reaching the US and remitting, an untold number of 

Guatemalans experience debt, hardship, asset loss, and exploitation. Aggregate research data 

from this case study provide a stark image of the risks, costs, and value extracted from 

contemporary migration under expanded enforcement. The vast majority of migrants interviewed 

for this research—55 out of 60—funded their trips either partially or totally through loans. Of the 

five outstanding migrants who funded their trips without loans, one individual funded his attempt 

through a land sale, one opted not to divulge the funding source, and the remaining three funded 

their attempts through savings or gifts. Those who relied entirely on savings or gifts either made 

their attempts during the 1990s for a substantially lower rate than current prices, or in one case 

failed to enter the US and paid only the smuggling advance. Among those who borrowed, 

research recorded a total of 123 migration loans, indicating that individual migrants are often 

forced to borrow from multiple sources, and/or across multiple attempts. As Table 1 below 

highlights, migration loans are secured from a variety of sources, predominantly local 

moneylenders and family in the US. Borrowing from family in the US helps prospective 

migrants avoid risky and usurious arrangements with moneylenders. For those lacking 

mortgageable properties or other assets in Guatemala, a loan from family in the US may be their 

only ticket north. Borrowers used homes or agricultural land to guarantee loans in nearly 40% of 

the total cases. Migrants with loans from moneylenders, banks, and local friends noted interest 

rates ranging from 3% to as high as 15% per month, with the majority falling between 4 and 7% 

per month. Banks and lending cooperatives typically offer lower interest rates but have a number 
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of prerequisites and policies that complicate (and technically prohibit) borrowing for migration 

among smallholders. 

Table 1. Migration Funding Sources

Data from research sample recorded through interviews. Mortgages are components of the recorded loans and do not 
represent separate or additional borrowing arrangements. At times, mortgages included both homes and small 
parcels of attached or proximate agricultural land.		
 

Loan amounts varied over the timescale of the sample, reflecting increases in the smuggling 

price. Trip loans ranged from $500 in 1989 to approximately $5500 in the mid- 2000s and 

$12,000 in 2018. In a handful of cases, the total borrowed exceeded $12,000 to cover additional 

bail and lawyers’ fees incurred during detention in the US. The total amount of capital borrowed 

for migration in the sample (including banks, moneylenders, and family loans) reaches at least 

$350,000 (Q2,633,375). When including non-loan capital, such as savings, land sales, and family 

gifts, the total leveraged to fund migration climbs an additional $295,500 (Q2,216,750) to reach 

at least $645,500, before interest. The additional cost of accrued interest unfortunately remains 

unknown, as some participants struggled to precisely recall circuitous repayment histories, 
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neglected to record the grand total repaid across diverse and at times shifting borrowing 

arrangements, or still had pending cases and could not yet articulate or project the total amount 

of interest paid. Yet, several cases revealed that accrued interest often approaches or even 

exceeds the loan principal for higher-interest loans or cases of delayed repayment, effectively 

doubling one’s debt.  

 Of the 60 migrants interviewed for this research, subjects reported 95 total deportations 

among 106 total migration attempts. As Table 2 below highlights, migrants experienced 

apprehension and deportation from both Mexico and the US. 

 

Table 2. Deportation and Migration Asset Transfers 

Data from research sample recorded through interviews.	 

 

Research recorded 17 asset transfers to fund migration or repay outstanding migration debts. 

Eight properties were sold to repay smuggling loans, while four homes and two additional 

agricultural parcels were dispossessed. At least three migrants sold agricultural land to help fund 
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their trips. An additional 18 cases remained open at the time of research, with outstanding debts 

that may result in return attempts, property sale, and/or dispossession in the future. Forty-two 

participants were no longer in debt at the time of our interview following loan repayment, 

property sale, or dispossession. Dispossessed properties were mostly homes, which are more 

frequently used for loan guarantees given their higher value. Sold properties to repay debts were 

almost uniformly agricultural lands, usually to avoid the dispossession of mortgaged homes.  

 The fate of sold or dispossessed property remains somewhat opaque. Among sold 

properties, assets were often purchased by “successful” migrants looking to invest in homes or 

land for their families and/or planning eventual return to Guatemala, a trend that cruelly transfers 

assets between those with differentiated exposure to enforcement. In one illustrative instance in 

the Pacific lowlands, a milpa parcel belonging to a heavily indebted deportee was sold to a 

migrant in the US who intended to convert it into a small mango field until she eventually 

returned to Guatemala to build a home. As remittances often inflate local property prices (Garni 

2010), it is frequently only the families with ties to the US who can afford to purchase land in the 

first place. The destiny of dispossessed properties is less clear. Participants observed that 

moneylenders typically sell acquired properties to recoup lost loan capital and seek profits in real 

estate. Yet, dispossessed families are not often involved in this process and may not concretely 

know who ultimately takes possession of their former holdings. In other cases, participants 

suggested that lenders put agricultural lands under cultivation or rent them out to others. Many 

participants were visibly reluctant to speak about their former properties in great detail, likely 

due to the pain and shame associated with the loss of family homes and land, discomfort with 

sharing intimate details, or fears of potential conflict. Regardless, findings indicate that 
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enforcement creates and exacerbates inequitable distributions of land and resources in migrant-

sending communities. 

Edwin’s experiences, including his deportations, land sale, and subsequent 

sharecropping, illustrate some of the outcomes of expanded enforcement and a reversal in the 

“channels” of agrarian change stemming from migration. Asset transfers and loan repayments 

constitute a dramatic extraction of value from contemporary unauthorized migrants and 

deportees. The urgency to generate capital for debt repayment and the proletarianization of 

dispossessed smallholders subsequently reinforce local access to labor power. These 

circumstances force many into conditions of heightened labor exploitation in the wage economy. 

As Edwin observed towards the end of our interview: “in farming there are risks . . . you win or 

lose . . . just like going to the United States, a risk. If you head for the United States and cross, 

you win. In la milpa, you have a good harvest, you win. But if you don’t, you lose. Then you 

lose money. You lose money”.  

 

Beyond the Binary 

 While land transfers and wealth extraction are most evident among deportees, they also 

occur among those who enter and establish themselves in the US. Beyond illustrating alternative 

channels of agrarian change, these transfers reveal distinct migration experiences and outcomes 

that are frequently overlooked or homogenized in comparative analysis between migrant and 

non-migrant households. This conceptual binary often misses the profound unevenness produced 

within migrant groups from the highly dynamic and perilous process of contemporary migration.  
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Marcos, for example, lost his home and agricultural land only after reaching the US, where 

intersecting precarities from his undocumented status inhibited debt repayment. In 2003, Marcos 

found himself in debts exceeding $6600 after consecutive years of depressed crop prices made it 

impossible to repay bank loans obtained to invest in vegetable pro- duction. As Marcos told his 

wife: “I can’t give any more to this debt. I’m going to get another loan, but I’m going to the US.” 

He took out two $2600 loans from separate local moneylenders to cover the $5200 smuggling 

fee—one loan guaranteed by his home at 7% per month compound interest and another 

guaranteed by four cuerdas (nearly 0.2 hectares) of agricultural land at 7% simple interest per 

month.  

 Following one deportation back to the US–Mexico border on his first attempt, Marcos 

crossed into the US on his second try and eventually found work in Atlanta, GA. He quickly paid 

off his initial agricultural debts and began making payments on his migration loans while also 

supporting his family back home and covering his own expenses in Atlanta. Yet, the persistent 

socioeconomic vulnerability that fueled his decision to migrate from Guatemala followed him to 

the US. An employer robbed him of seven months of wages by stringing him along with a 

fraction of his owed income and false promises to eventually pay in full. When Marcos finally 

confronted his boss about the missing wages, he threatened to have him deported. Then, his wife 

fell ill and required a surgery that forced Marcos to take out a sizable loan in Guatemala to cover 

the expenses. Following his wife’s surgery, Marcos then fell from a roof during a construction 

job and due to injury was unable to work or remit for several months. After four years of 

inconsistent work, exploitation, and ballooning interests, his original migration loans came due. 

He was first dispossessed of his four cuerdas of agricultural land, deciding to sacrifice it in order 

to prioritize repayment of the debt threatening his home. Yet, the following year, the second 
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lender ran out of patience and evicted Marcos’s wife and children after selling their mortgaged 

house out from underneath them. Marcos worked another two years to try to recoup his losses 

but was eventually detained and deported, now homeless and landless, back to Guatemala in 

2010. The dispossessions forced Marcos and his family to move in with his brother in law. Back 

home, lacking cuerdas of his own, capital to rent land and cultivate, or encouraging job 

prospects, Marcos was pushed into work at an artisanal mining operation, where an accident on 

the job severely damaged his leg and forced him from any kind of physical labor. Reflecting on 

the pain and shame of losing his land, Marcos observed: “I felt bad, because people know I can 

farm . . . but in the end I ended up with nothing.” He also lamented the loss of confianza 

(reciprocal trust) among friends and neighbors due to the stigma of his migration fracaso, which 

substantially limits his ability to borrow land or capital in town. “People saw that I always 

worked hard; they trusted me with loans. But now that I’ve lost everything life is more difficult . 

. . Because I couldn’t pay the debt, they think I can’t pay.” He added: “they don’t want to rent 

land to me because I lost what I had and I was deported.” Marcos now survives by fixing small 

electronics and picking up odd jobs. He still hopes to one day make it back to the US but lacks 

any additional assets to mortgage in order to pay the smuggling fees. He plans to slowly work his 

way through Mexico to the border, and then somehow secure the funds needed to cross. 

Marcos’s migration trajectory underscores the need for research to expand and explore 

categories beyond the migrant and non-migrant binary to accommodate for uneven experiences 

and outcomes among those who sojourn. The lived experiences and implications of migration 

among fracasados like Marcos are profoundly different than those of their “successful” 

counterparts, and subsequently drive distinct forms of agrarian change. The need for additional 
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categorical complexity becomes more pronounced for migrants who have experienced both 

“success” and “failure” across distinct migration attempts.  

Raúl, for example, successfully reached the US in 2004 after using his land to borrow 

$4600 at 10% monthly interest from a local lender. Although the high interest pushed his debt up 

to approximately $6000, he was able to pay back his loan through steady work in the US. 

Eventually he purchased a few small parcels—0.5 cuerdas (0.022 hectares) in town and more in 

the nearby mountains—and also built a new house for his family back home. After injuring his 

hand at work in 2010, he voluntarily returned to Guatemala. He attempted to continue farming, 

yet, like Marcos, his investment in agriculture backfired: “There are no earnings [in agriculture], 

you always waste money . . . instead of earning money you lose it all.” “What did I do? I went 

again.” Raúl left again in 2012 for $8000 from two separate $2600 loans from local lenders at 

6% monthly interest, an additional $2000 loan from a local bank at 3% monthly interest, and 

some savings. Although he made it to Texas, Raúl struggled to find steady work and after two 

years was detained and deported before he could pay his loans in full. Encountering limited 

wages and work opportunities back in Guatemala, the debt quickly became insurmountable. 

“Even though you want to work day and night . . . I can’t do enough to get rid of it.” Within a 

year and half of being deported, Raúl’s total debt had climbed to $20,000, with one moneylender 

raising the interest rate due to delayed repayment.  

While weighing a new return attempt to save their mortgaged properties, Raúl’s son 

offered to go in his place. They managed to borrow $4600, interest free, from Raúl’s brother in 

law in the US to cover the smuggling advance, yet Raúl’s son was detained and deported on 

three separate attempts. Seeing no alternatives, Raúl was ultimately forced to sell the land and 

house acquired from his initial stint in the US. The entire sale went to the smuggling debts—
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nothing remained “even for a bit of food” or to pay the outstanding loan for his son’s attempts. 

Tellingly, and tragically, Raúl’s house was bought by a migrant in the US planning his eventual 

return. Raúl now rents a house far removed from his old neighborhood so as not to be reminded 

of his loss. He now relies on intermittent jornadas for work and rents some land to grow his own 

maize for household consumption. Yet, between renting a house and land and covering basic 

living expenses, his income often falls short: “there are months when you really struggle.” Like 

Edwin and Marcos, Raúl harbors hope of one day returning to the US to recoup what he lost but 

lacks the resources to do so.  

 

Conclusions 

 This article reveals some of the ways in which contemporary migration under expanding 

border and immigration enforcement reworks landscapes and livelihoods in migrant-sending 

regions. Jokisch correctly observes that understanding the implications of migration for agrarian 

change in migrant-sending regions “must begin with understanding the political economic and 

environmental context from which migrants leave and to which they remit money” (2002: 546). 

Yet, in view of the experiences of failed migrants, I argue that scholars must also strive to 

understand the fluidity and unevenness engrained in the process of migration itself to fully assess 

the implications of migration for agrarian change and other dynamics in sending regions. This 

necessitates a careful analysis of the growing costs, perils, and hardships of undocumented 

journeys under expanded border and immigration enforcement. Closer attention to these 

dynamics reveals other “channels” of agrarian change beyond remittance inflows and local labor 

loss emphasized in the literature. As the cases above illustrate, migration can instead result in 

capital extraction, forced property transfers, and heightened labor exploitation. These findings 
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also underscore the importance of expanding research categories beyond the migrant–non-

migrant binary to accommodate for the uneven outcomes experienced within migrant cohorts 

that drive processes of agrarian change in profoundly different ways.  

A number of themes presented in this article are in need of further examination. First, 

while this research has sought to identify conceptual gaps and new dynamics revealed through a 

close study of the lived experiences of deportees and other failed migrants, additional research is 

needed to ascertain the true scale and aggregate outcomes of border and immigration 

enforcement for migrant-sending communities across various geographic and temporal scales. 

Second, as with all processes of agrarian change, we can expect enforcement landscapes to be 

mediated by a number of situated social, cultural, political, and economic variables as they exist 

in distinct migrant-sending regions. Additional comparative research on these dynamics in 

Guatemala is forthcoming, yet we urgently need new scholarship exploring the diverse forms and 

implications of enforcement landscapes emerging in unique migrant-sending regions globally.  

Third, additional research is needed to uncover the fate of transferred properties. Early 

evidence from fieldwork in Guatemala strongly indicates that many dispossessed and sold 

properties ultimately end up in the hands of “successful” migrants investing in homes and 

properties with capital from the US. Additional research is needed to reveal how “remittance 

landscapes” and “enforcement landscapes” may therefore be co-produced. Finally, the possibility 

of shifting enforcement strategies under the new Biden administration, including the suspension 

of the Migrant Protection Protocol and other enforcement practices, warrants additional research 

on how emerging changes to enforcement practices alter the experiences, strategies, and 

outcomes of contemporary migration. These changes underscore the importance of longitudinal 

research on enforcement landscapes amid shifting migrant responses to deportation and 
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dispossession, as well as the dynamic policies and practices of border and immigration 

enforcement itself.  



 

 169 

References  

Abbot, J. 2020. “U.S. Deportations of Guatemalans Doubled over Past Decade.” Reuters 3 
January https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-immigration-guatemala-idUSKBN1Z223M  
 
Aguilar-Støen, M. 2012. ‘Con Nuestro Propio Esfuerzo’: Understanding the Relationships 
between International Migration and the Environment in Guatemala. European Review of Latin 
American and Caribbean Studies 93: 25–40  
 
Aguilar-Støen, M., Taylor, M., and Castellanos, E. 2016. Agriculture, Land Tenure and 
International Migration in Rural Guatemala. Journal of Agrarian Change 16: 123–144 
 
Alonso-Fradejas, A. 2015. Anything but a Story Foretold: Multiple Politics of Resistance to the 
Agrarian Extractivist Project in Guatemala. The Journal of Peasant Studies 42: 489–515 
 
Arriola Vega, L. 2016. “Mexico’s Not-So-Comprehensive Southern Border Plan.” Baker 
Institute for Public Policy Issue Brief 5 August https://hdl.handle.net/1911/92470  
 
Bestman, C. 2019. Militarized Global Apartheid. Current Anthropology 60: S26–S38 
 
Bezares Cóbar, P. 2009. “Diagnostico Sobre la Situación de los Deportados Guatemaltecos desde 
Estados Unidos, en 4 Comunidades de Origen de los Departamentos de Chimaltenango y 
Sacatepéquez.” Mesa Nacional para las Migraciones en Guatemala (MENAMIG) 
 
Bialasiewicz, L. 2012. Off-shoring and Out-sourcing the Borders of Europe: Libya and EU 
Border Work in the Mediterranean. Geopolitics 17: 843–866  
 
Blitzer, J. 2019. “How Climate Change is Fueling the U.S. Border Crisis.” The New Yorker. 3 
April https://www.newyorker.com/news/dispatch/how-climate-change-is-fuelling-the-us-border-
crisis 
 
Boehm, D. 2016. Returned: Going and Coming in an Age of Deportation. Oakland: University of 
California Press 
 
Boyce, G. 2020. Immigration, Policing, and the Politics of Time. Geography Compass 14: 
e12496 
 
Boyce, G., Chambers, S., and Launius, S. 2019. Bodily Inertia and the Weaponization of the 
Sonoran Desert in US Boundary Enforcement: A GIS Modeling of Migration Routes through 
Arizona’s Altar Valley. Journal of Migration and Human Security 7: 23–35 
 
Boyce, G. and Launius, S. 2019. The Immigration Dragnet and the Dispossession of Household 
and Community Wealth in the United States. Binational Migration Institute, University of 
Arizona https://bmi.arizona.edu/sites/default/files/publication-files/Immigration%20 
Dragnet%20Report%202019.pdf 
 



 

 170 

Brotherton, D. and Barrios, L. 2011. Banished to the Homeland: Dominican Deportees and Their 
Stories of Exile; New York: Columbia University Press  
 
Bruno, A. 2019. “Immigration: U.S. Asylum Policy.” Congressional Research Service p. 
R45539 
 
Burridge, A., Gill, N., Kocher, A., and Martin, L. 2017. Polymorphic Borders. Territory, Politics, 
Governance 5: 239–251 
 
Carte, L., Schmook, B., Radel, C., and Johnson, R. 2019. The Slow Displacement of Smallholder 
Farming Families: Land, Hunger, and Labor Migration in Nicaragua and Guatemala. Land 8: 89-
101 
 
Chontiner, I. 2019 “Inside a Texas Building Where the Government Is Holding Immigrant 
Children.” The New Yorker 22 June https://www.newyorker.com/news/q-and-a/inside-a-texas-
building-where-the-government-is-holding-immigrant-children  
 
Cohen, J. 2005. Remittance Outcomes and Migration: Theoretical Contests, Real Opportunities. 
Studies in Comparative International Development 40: 88–112 
 
Cohn, D., Passel, J., and Gonzalez-Barrea, A. 2017 “Rise in U.S. Immigrants from El Salvador, 
Guatemala and Honduras Outpaces Growth from Elsewhere.” Pew Research Center 
https://www.pewresearch.org/hispanic/2017/12/07/rise-in-u-s- immigrants-from-el-salvador-
guatemala-and-honduras-outpaces-growth-from-elsewhere/  
 
Cole, R., Wong, G., and Brockhaus, M. 2015. “Reworking the Land: A Review of Literature on 
the Role of Migration and Remittances in the Rural Livelihoods of Southeast Asia.” CIFOR 
Working Paper 187 https://www.cifor.org/knowledge/publication/5621/  
 
Coleman, M. 2007. Immigration Geopolitics Beyond the Mexico–U.S. Border. Antipode 39: 54–
76 
 
Coleman, M. and Stuesse, A. 2016. The Disappearing State and the Quasi-event of Immigration 
Control. Antipode 48: 524–543 
 
Cornelius, W. 2001. Death at the Border: Efficacy and Unintended Consequences of U.S. 
Immigration Control Policy. Population and Development Review 27: 661–685  
 
Cornelius, W. and Salehyan, I. 2007. Does Border Enforcement Deter Unauthorized 
Immigration? The Case of Mexican Migration to the United States of America. Regulation and 
Governance 1: 139–153  
 
Davis, J. and Lopez-Carr, D. 2014. Migration, Remittances and Smallholder Decision-making: 
Implications for Land Use and Livelihood Change in Central America. Land Use Policy 36: 
319–329 
 



 

 171 

Delgado Wise, R., Márquez Covarrubias, H., and Puentes, R. 2013. Reframing the Debate on 
Migration, Development and Human Rights. Population, Space and Place 19: 430–443 
 
Democratic Staff Report (DSR). 2020. “DHS Run Amok? A Reckless Overseas Operation, 
Violation, and Lies.” Democratic Staff Report Prepared for the Use of the Committee on Foreign 
Relations, United States Senate 
https://www.foreign.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Final%20INL%20DHS%20Report.pdf  
 
Deshingkar, P. 2012. Environmental Risk, Resilience, and Migration: Implications for Natural 
Resource Management and Agriculture. Environmental Research Letters 7: 015603  
 
de Haas, H. 2007. Remittances, Migration and Social Development: A Conceptual Review of the 
Literature. Social Policy and Development Programme Paper Number 34 
http://www.unrisd.org/80256B3C005BCCF9/(httpAuxPages)/8B7D005E37FFC77EC12573A60
0439846/$file/deHaaspaper.pdf  
 
de Haas, H. 2010. Migration and Development: A Theoretical Perspective. International 
Migration Review 44: 227–264  
 
de León, J. 2015. The Land of Open Graves: Living and Dying on the Migrant Trail. Oakland: 
University of California Press: Oakland  
 
Dunn, T. 2009. Blockading the Border and Human Rights: The El Paso Operation that Remade 
Immigration Enforcement Austin: University of Texas Press  
 
Durand, J. and Massey, D. 1992. Mexican Migration to the United States: A Critical Review. 
Latin American Studies Association 27: 3–42 
 
Durand, J., Parrado, E., and Massey, M. 1996. Migradollars and Development: A 
Reconsideration of the Mexican Case. International Migration Review 30: 423–444  
 
Edelman, M. and Wolford, W. 2017. Introduction: Critical Agrarian Studies in Theory and 
Practice. Antipode 49: 959–976  
 
Ewing, W. 2014. “Enemy Territory”: Immigration Enforcement in the U.S.-Mexico Borderlands. 
Journal on Migration and Human Security 2: 198–222 
 
Gauster, S. and Isakson, S. R. 2007. Eliminating Market Distortions, Perpetuating Rural 
Inequality: An Evaluation of Market-assisted Land Reform in Guatemala. Third World Quarterly 
28: 1519–1536  
 
Garni, A. 2010. Mechanisms of Migration: Poverty and Social Instability in the Postwar 
Expansion of Central American Migration to the United States. Journal of Immigration and 
Refugee Studies 8: 316–338  
 



 

 172 

Gerber, J-F. 2014. The Role of Rural Indebtedness in the Evolution of Capitalism. Journal of 
Peasant Studies 41; 729–747  
 
Golash-Boza, T. 2015. Deported: Immigrant Policing, Disposable Labor and Global Capitalism. 
New York: New York University Press  
 
Grandin, G. 2000. The Blood of Guatemala: A History of Race and Nation. Durham: Duke 
University Press 
 
Harrison, J. and Lloyd, S. 2011. Illegality at Work: Deportability and the Productive New Era of 
Immigration Enforcement. Antipode 44: 365–385 
 
Hecht, S., Gomes, I., Cuellar, N., and Rosa, H. 2006. Globalization, Forest Resurgence, and 
Environmental Politics in El Salvador. World Development 34: 308–323 
 
Heidbrink, L. 2019. The Coercive Power of Debt: Migration and Deportation of Guatemalan 
Indigenous Youth. Journal of Latin American and Caribbean Anthropology 24: 263–281 
 
Heidbrink, L. 2020. Migranthood: Youth in a New Era of Deportation; Redwood City: Stanford 
University Press  
 
Hiemstra, N. 2012. Geopolitical Reverberations of U.S. Migrant Detention and Deportation: A 
View from Ecuador. Geopolitics 17: 293–311  
 
Hiemstra, N. 2017. Pariscoping as a Feminist Methodological Approach for Researching the 
Seemingly Hidden. Professional Geographer 2: 329–336 
 
Hiemstra, N. 2019a. Pushing the US-Mexico Border South: United States’ Immigration Policing 
Throughout the Americas. International Journal of Migration and Border Studies 5: 44-63 
 
Hiemstra, N. 2019b. Detain and Deport: The Chaotic U.S. Immigration Enforcement Regime; 
Athens: University of Georgia Press 
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Jonas, S. and Rodrıǵuez, N. 2014. Guatemala–U.S. Migration: Transforming Regions. Austin: 
University of Texas Press  
 
Kay, C. 2008. Reflections on Latin America Rural Studies in the Neoliberal Globalization 
Period: A New Rurality? Development and Change 39: 915–943  
 
Kitroeff, N. 2021. “Two Hurricanes Devastated Central America. Will the Ruin Spur a Migration 
Wave?” The New York Times 4 December 
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/12/04/world/americas/guatemala-hurricanes-mudslide-
migration.html  
 
Kovic, C. and Kelly, P. 2017. Migrant Bodies as Targets of Security Policies: Central Americans 
Crossing Mexico’s Vertical Border. Dialectical. Anthropology 41: 1–11  



 

 174 

 
Lambin, E. and Meyfroidt, P. 2010. Global Land Use Change, Economic Globalization, and the 
Looming Land Scarcity. PNAS 108: 3465–3472  
 
Lustgarten, A. 2020. “The Great Climate Migration.” The New York Times 23 July 
https://www.nytimes.com/ interactive/2020/07/23/magazine/climate-migration.html  
 
Martıńez, D., Heyman, J., and Slack, J. 2019. “Border Enforcement Developments Since 1993 
and How to Change CBP.” Center for Migration Studies https://cmsny.org/publications/border-
enforcement-developments-since-1993-and-how-to-change-cbp/  
 
Massaro, V. and Williams, J. 2013. Feminist Geopolitics. Geography Compass 7: 567–577 
 
Massey, D., Alarcón, R., Durand, J., and González, H. 1987 Return to Aztlan: The Social 
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Abstract 

The mass deportation of unauthorized migrants remains a core feature of contemporary border 

and immigration enforcement. We know relatively little about the consequences of removal for 

migrant-sending communities, however. Past scholarship has identified how deportation can 

drive the dispossession of homes and land mortgaged to fund migrant smuggling, while also 

observing how these outcomes are contingent and uneven. To date, no known research has 

systemically examined the production of uneven patterns of migrant dispossession and 

differentiation across migrant-sending regions. Drawing on comparative research in Guatemala, 

and bridging emerging literatures in post-removal geographies and critical agrarian studies, this 

paper explores uneven processes land dispossession stemming from variable debt burdens among 

migrants and deportees. Research reveals how entangled moral and material economies around 

smuggling and debt mediate migrant debt burdens to hinder dispossession in some contexts 

while hastening it in others. More broadly, this work illustrates how uneven conditions and 

relations emerging prior to migration often lay the groundwork for differentiated deportation 

burdens well in advance of removal. This paper accordingly argues for a “post-removal 

geographies” that thinks beyond the immediate “event” of deportation to assess how situated 

processes, practices, and relations in migrant-sending communities help produce differentiated 

vulnerabilities for deportee cohorts. These findings illustrate the spatial distribution of 

enforcement burdens and the production of uneven geographies of displacement.  
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Introduction 

Like I told you, they’re deported today, they get a new loan and tomorrow they’ve already gone 

again…So I don’t think deportation is as bad as many say. It sounds bad, but it’s normal… And 

some people don’t want to pay [their debts] once they’re there… Working and paying is easy, 

but when they don’t want to pay and start partying, that’s where they lose their lands. They lose 

their credibility, and many won’t lend them any more money (Local leader, former migrant)2 

 

I worked in agriculture, in the fields. This is why I didn’t have [my own] money [to migrate]. I 

didn’t have the means to have that kind of money for myself. I wouldn’t have lost everything. But 

since I didn’t have anything…It was worse for me to have gone because I lost everything 

(Vicente, deportee)3 

 

In the last quarter century, federal, state, and local authorities in the US have together 

conducted a widespread campaign of apprehension, removal, and deterrence of undocumented 

individuals and families from US national territory. Since the creation of the Department of 

Homeland Security, budgets for Customs and Border Protection (CBP) and Immigration and 

Customs Enforcement (ICE) – the key agencies tasked with enforcing immigration law – have 

grown from $9.2 billion in 2003 to $26 billion in 2021. The number of Border Patrol (BP) 

agents, CBP officers, and ICE agents tasked with Enforcement and Removal Operations (ERO) 

grew from 30,700 to 52,300 over the same period (AIC 2021). Annual deportations between 

2000 and 2018 grew from 188,468 to 337,287, reaching a peak in the mid 2010s with over 

432,000 deportations recorded in 2014 (Gramlich 2020). From 2000-2019 the US conducted 

 
2 Interview #7; Llanos del Pinal; 7/10/18 
3 Interview #26; Llanos del Pinal; 7/23/18 



 

 181 

nearly 6.23 million known removals of unauthorized entrants (DHS 2018). These figures exclude 

growing collaborative efforts by countries of migrant origin and transit, especially Mexico, to 

expand border securitization and immigrant apprehension and removal campaigns. They also 

exclude the untold numbers of those who have perished, disappeared, experienced violence and 

injury, or succumbed to other forms of attrition as a direct result of expanding transnational 

border and immigration enforcement.  

Despite these well-documented trends and extensive scholarship on migration, borders, 

policing, and removal, we are only beginning to understand the concrete realities of life after 

deportation for migrant, their families, and migrant-sending communities. Scholars from 

geography and other disciplines recently have started to trace and theorize the geographies of 

removal and hardship emanating from enforcement policy and practice, spanning contributions 

by Peutz on the “anthropology of removal” (2006) to more recent work by Slack and Martínez 

(2020) on “post-removal geographies,” which has attempted to unite disparate scholarship on 

enforcement and deportation consequences by encouraging feminist geographic research 

exploring “how people live through the processes of removal” (4; see also Collyer 2012; Coutin 

2015; Falla 2008; Falla and Yojcom 2012; Golash-Boza 2014, 2015; Gramajo Bauer 2019; 

Hiemstra 2012, 2019b; Johnson 2021; Johnson and Woodhouse 2018; Martínez Rodas 2019; 

Roldán Andrade 2014; Ybarra and Peña 2017). 

Past research on deportation has filled several important gaps in our understanding of 

removal consequences and their wider implications. First, scholars have identified a suite of 

hardship stemming from removal, including stigma, crises in identity and belonging, profound 

socioeconomic hardships, and corporal vulnerability (Bezares Cobar 2009; Brotherton and 

Barrios 2011; Coutin 2010; Falla and Yojcom 2012; Golash-Boza 2015; Gramajo Bauer 2019; 
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Heidbrink 2019, 2020; Heimstra 2019; Johnson and Woodhouse 2018; Peutz 2006; Schuster and 

Majidi 2013, 2014; Martínez Rodas 2019; Roldán Andrade 2014; Slack 2019; Slack and 

Martínez 2020; Stoll 2012). These collective hardships have been found to foster cycles of return 

migration (Gramajo Bauer 2019; Hiemstra 2012; Heidbrink 2020; Johnson and Woodhouse 

2018; Lykes et al. 2015; Roldán Andrade 2014; Schuster and Majidi 2013; Slack et al. 2015). 

Second, research has identified how these hardships emanate from individual subjects of 

enforcement action to impact migrants’ wider relational networks, especially family (Gramajo 

Bauer 2019; Hiemstra 2012; Johnson and Woodhouse 2018; Roldán Andrade 2014; Ybarra and 

Peña 2017). Third, scholars have observed how the severity of these hardships are at times 

shaped by specific removal practices, the socioeconomic and discursive contexts to which 

deportees return, and the endurance of transnational bonds of care (Golash-Boza 2014, 2015; 

Slack and Martínez 2020; Ybarra and Peña 2017). 

Although this growing literature makes crucial contributions to our understanding of 

enforcement consequences and has noted degrees of variability in deportee experiences, we 

currently lack research that systematically explores the production of highly uneven 

consequences of removal for deportees, their families, and migrant sending communities, 

particularly as it may contribute to concrete processes of socioeconomic differentiation from the 

financial burdens of removal. Important scholarship in Guatemala highlights unique experiences 

of return among voluntary and forced returnees and a suite of key variables shaping these 

differences across different social groups (Falla 2008; Falla and Yojcom 2012; Gramajo Bauer 

2019; Martínez Rodas 2019; Roldán Andrade 2014). Golash-Boza (2015) also offers 

comparative perspectives on removal outcomes across distinct migrant-sending countries in the 
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Americas. Yet, this body of work omits explicit investigation of difference within specific 

deportee cohorts from the same general region (c.f. Gramajo Bauer 2019). 

This paper aims to address this gap through a comparative case study on deportation, 

debt, and dispossession in distinct migrant-sending communities in rural Guatemala. Past 

research by the author (Johnson and Woodhouse 2018) and others (Bezares-Cóbar 2009; 

Gramajo Bauer 2019; Heidbrink and Statz 2017) reveals how the growing costs and risks of 

unauthorized migration under expanded border and immigration enforcement often yoke 

migrants and their families with extreme debts from high-interest smuggling loans that, 

following deportation or other enforcement outcomes, can lead to the dispossession of homes 

and land used for loan collateral (Heidbrink 2019; Johnson 2021; Stoll 2012). Yet, comparative 

assessment of deportee experiences reveals high degrees of variability in debt burdens and the 

tendencies for dispossession within and across migrant-sending communities. Deportation leaves 

some indebted migrants relatively unscathed (in material terms), while pushing others towards 

dispossession and destitution.  

What explains this unevenness? This paper builds on these past observations to 

interrogate the production of socioeconomic differentiation among deportees and their families 

in rural Guatemala. I specifically explore the role of entangled moral and material economies of 

migrant debt, as they emerge from diverse smuggling arrangements, borrowing practices, and 

wider agrarian dynamics, in shaping unique financial risks and burdens of removal that 

ultimately hasten debt-fueled land dispossessions in some contexts while hindering them others. 

These differences are observed through the qualitative comparison of trends observed in two 

proximal yet highly distinct migrant-sending regions of rural Guatemala: the temperate western 

highlands in the department (state) of Quetzaltenango and tropical Pacific lowlands in the 
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department of Retalhuleu. Research finds that pressures and tendencies of dispossession 

following removal are far greater in the highlands than in the lowlands.  

More broadly, this research aims to contribute new perspectives and approaches for 

evaluating deportation dynamics and consequences from the perspective of migrant-sending 

households and communities. To date, past research, including work by the author (Johnson and 

Woodhouse 2018), has explicitly focused on the “event” of deportation (Drotbohm and 

Hasselberg 2015) and explored the experiences of removal among deportees and their families 

(e.g.: Golash-Boza 2015; Gramajo Bauer 2019; Heidbrink 2019; Hiemstra 2012; Johnson and 

Woodhouse 2018; Roldán Andrade 2014; Slack and Martínez 2020). This approach has made 

indispensable contributions to our understanding of deportation outcomes. Yet, with a general 

emphasis on the ways migrants “live through the processes of removal” and are delivered into 

circumstances of hardships from specific enforcement policies, research overlooks how uneven 

conditions and relations unfolding prior to and throughout migration may help lay the 

groundwork for uneven vulnerabilities to hardship and differentiation well in advance of 

deportation.  

Similarly, the small pool of research that directly explores debt-fueled land loss among 

deportees, including past work by the author (Johnson 2021; Johnson and Woodhouse 2018), has 

generally explored migrant debt and dispossession in primarily economic terms — as mediated 

by standard market transactions under ever-expanding capitalist relations and accumulative 

practices (Heidbrink 2019; Hiemstra 2012; Stoll 2012). Yet a long lineage of research in 

anthropology and increasingly in geography highlights how debt is “never just financial” (Harker 

2017: 608), but instead is shaped by unique material circumstances and associated moral debates 

(Peebles 2010; see also Guérin 2014; Guérin and Venkatasubramanian 2020; Harker and Kirwan 
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2019; Green 2020; Shipton 2007). Similarly, an emerging body of work in critical agrarian 

studies (Edelman and Wolford 2017) underscores how processes of dispossession, 

differentiation, and agrarian change are multidirectional and shaped by multiple determinations, 

such as power, identity, gender, and meaning (Sajadian 2020; see also Akram-Lodhi 2018; 

Edelman and Wolford 2017; Woods 2020). Among the limited studies interrogating deportation 

and debt, few explore the diverse possible meanings of debt among different actors (cf. 

Heidbrink 2019, 2020) and no known work systematically explores the “multiple 

determinations” of deportee dispossession.  

These observations point to the need for research on removal that expands from a focus 

on immediate deportee lived experiences to engage more deeply with the site-specific contexts 

and dynamics that condition the possibilities for these lived experiences to emerge, while also 

shaping their wider outcomes across diverse spatial and temporal registers. Drawing from critical 

agrarian studies and literature on debt, this study also centers the role of entangled moral and 

material economies of migrant debt across different contexts in mediating the production of 

deportee unevenness. In this case “moral” draws from principals on the moral economy 

(Thompson 1993) to highlight the diverse, and at times conflicting, discourses, obligations, and 

imaginaries that shape meanings and processes around debt relations. “Material,” meanwhile, 

refers to the political-economic dimensions of debt, such as concrete borrowing practices and 

loan arrangements, as they relate to migration finance and wider contexts. As noted, these 

elements are always entangled and co-constitutive. A close look at these entanglements reveals 

the production of uneven migrant needs for debt, opportunities for access to debt, relational 

burdens of debt, and discourses and obligations around debt that together help shape uneven 

vulnerabilities, patterns of land dispossession, or differentiations from removal.  
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Finally, research on uneven patterns of debt, differentiation, and dispossession expands 

on the complex spatial dimensions of removal. Past research has revealed the linkages between 

the production of space and enforcement at the border (Boyce and Chambers 2021; Chambers et 

al. 2019; De Leon 2015; Dunn 2009; Nevins 2010; Rubio-Goldsmith et al. 2006), in the US 

(Coleman 2012; Peutz and de Genova 2010; Miller and Nevins 2017) and increasingly abroad 

(Coutin 2010; Kovic and Kelly 2017; Hiemstra 2019a; Mountz 2010, 2020; Slack and Martínez 

2020). Yet, the literature has focused principally on the production of space for the management 

of bodies and mobility, and is just beginning to explore the spatial dimension and implications of 

removal in migrant-sending communities (Coutin 2015; Hiemstra 2012). This article aims to 

elaborate on the relationship between space and removal outcomes by demonstrating how 

uneven removal outcomes are formed, expressed, and ultimately distributed unevenly across 

communities and countries of migrant citizenship at diverse scales. A spatial perspective 

demonstrates how enforcement hardships and burdens are born differently across diverse 

migrant-sending communities and territories to perpetuate uneven geographies of displacement.  

The following article briefly explores past research on migration and debt as well as 

emerging literature on deportation, debt, and dispossession. I then explore debates on an agrarian 

change and debt to provide conceptual grounding for the paper. After describing the research 

context, I present a comparative analysis of entangled moral and material economies of migrant 

debt across two distinct study regions. Findings illustrate how these entanglements foster uneven 

debt burdens and tendencies for dispossession and differentiation following removal. 
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Removal, Debt, and Dispossession  

The past decade has witnessed notable growth in research on debt and migration in the 

global South. Bylander (2019, 2020) identifies the core trajectories of the expanding literature on 

migration and debt, noting how debt acts as a driver of contemporary migration, a vehicle for 

migration finance, a factor in shaping migration experiences, a mechanism for labor exploitation, 

and a routine means for survival in destination countries (see also Boyce and Launius 2019; 

Gardner 2010; Green and Estes 2019; Harrison and Lloyd 2012; Heidbrink 2019, 2020; Heimstra 

2012, 2017; Goh et al. 2016; Platt et al. 2017; Johnson and Woodhouse 2018; Moniruzzaman 

and Walton-Roberts 2017; Rus and Rus 2014; Stoll 2010, 2012; Yea 2017). 

This literature has also begun to explore the relationships between migrant debt and 

return, as well and their wider outcomes. This topic has seen recent attention in Southeast Asia, 

where the ILO and IOM (Bylander 2019; Harkins et al. 2017) observe how debt undermines the 

prospects of “sustainable return” among returnees due to a range of associated socio-economic 

challenges it engenders (see also Spitzer and Piper 2014). Yet, in the absence of widespread 

practices of deterrence, apprehension, and deportation in the region, the literature has had less to 

say about migration debts as they relate to enforcement and removal. Research participants in 

Harkins et al. (2017) note the possibility of the loss of migration loan collateral among indebted 

returnees, yet the topic remains unexamined in this context.  

Meanwhile, a growing literature in the Americas exploring the consequences of 

deportation under expanding US border and immigration enforcement have identified debt as a 

common outcome of removal among migrant-sending communities in Guatemala (Bezares-

Cobar 2009; Gramajo Bauer 2019; Heidbrink 2019, 2020; Johnson 2021; Johnson and 

Woodhouse 2018; Stoll 2010, 2012; Roldán Andrade 2014) as well as Ecuador (Hiemstra 2012, 
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2017, 2019b), Mexico (Rus and Rus 2014). Golash-Boza (2015) observes debt among deportees 

in comparative work in Jamaica, Guatemala, Brazil, and the Dominican Republic, while Schuster 

and Majidi (2013, 2014) record similar findings with Afghans deported from the UK, EU 

Member States, and Iran. This body of work also highlights how outstanding migration debts can 

threaten key family assets, especially homes and land, that are bound up in smuggling loans 

through formal or informal mortgages or simply put up for sale to secure capital for repayment 

(Gramajo Bauer 2019; Heidbrink 2019; Hiemstra 2012; Johnson 2021; Johnson and Woodhouse 

2018; Roldan Andrade 2014; Stoll 2012). Past work reveals how widespread migrant 

indebtedness is produced and the circumstances leading up to dispossession. In documenting 

instances of dispossession, scholars also observe how property seizures stemming from removal 

are not predestined or uniform but may be influenced by factors including relationships with 

lenders and loan terms, the possibilities for return migration, or financial intervention by family 

members (Gramajo Bauer 2019; Heidbrink 2019; Hiemstra 2012; Johnson 2021; Johnson and 

Woodhouse 2018; Stoll 2010, 2012). Yet, no known research systematically explores the 

variable contours of debt and dispossession, how differences are produced, or how unique 

patterns may emerge within and across migrant-sending communities.  

Moreover, past research bears only limited engagement with relevant literature on debt, 

dispossession, and agrarian change. Scholars have largely conceptualized debt in fairly uniform 

monetary terms — as a mechanism for hardship and dispossession — in the context of 

challenging socioeconomic circumstances, while at times eschewing deeper engagement with the 

complex political-economic, social, and especially the moral dimensions of debt and agrarian 

change. We particularly lack research recognizing debt’s material effects and moral debates as 

co-constitutive (Peebles 2010). For example, Stoll (2010, 2012) codes usurious lending and 
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migrant dispossession in Nebaj, Guatemala as an expression of economic self-interest from 

cutthroat competition for limited land, work, and resources. Yet, we lack a clear sense of how 

Nebajenses themselves might conceptualize dynamics or how they emerge from a wider socio-

cultural and historical context. Heidbrink (2019, 2020), in contrast, observes alternative 

meanings of debt from the perspective of migrant youth in Guatemala, who may view debt as a 

form of belonging or “trust, investment, and social obligation that binds a child or youth to 

family” (2019: 273). How these meanings might inform processes of dispossession remains 

unknown, however.  

Finally, research is just beginning to understand the concrete outcomes of dispossession 

for deportees, their families, and their communities. Beyond driving return migration, scholars 

have suggested that dispossession generates a range of intersecting hardships, including deep 

emotional traumas, stigma and exclusion, everyday deprivation, and heightened vulnerability to 

exploitation (Heidbrink 2019; Johnson 2021; Johnson and Woodhouse 2018). By and large, 

however, the literature lacks comparative and longitudinal research assessing how families 

experience and negotiate these and other hardships as they unfold over time and space. Past work 

by the author also explores how deportation, debt, and dispossession help generate novel 

“enforcement landscapes” (Johnson 2021). Yet, we continue to lack a comprehensive 

understanding of the ways these processes in turn restructure entangled social and material 

spaces in migrant-sending regions. Findings on the uneven patterns of migrant dispossession 

presented in this article aim to provide crucial empirical and conceptual insights for continued 

work on these pressing themes. 
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Debt, Differentiation, and Agrarian Change 

This research is informed by recent advances in critical agrarian studies (CAS), 

particularly regarding debates on dispossession, debt, and agrarian change. Codified in work by 

Edelman and Wolford (2017), and further elaborated by Sajadian (2020) and Akram-Lodhi 

(2018), CAS bridges political-economic analysis of agrarian dynamics with more recent 

conceptual innovations to evaluate “life and labor on and of the land” (Edelman and Wolford 

2017: 959). Retaining roots in Marxist political economy, CAS specifically analyzes “agrarian 

social classes and the political-economic forces that call them into existence or make them 

disappear, and that facilitate or impede their reproduction” (Edelman and Wolford 2017: 963). In 

a departure from more functionalist tendencies in past eras of scholarship, however, CAS 

emphasizes the “multidirectionality and multiple determinations of class differentiation 

processes” (Sajadin 2020: 19), including the “cultural, ecological, social, political and economic 

factors and forces that facilitate or impede class formation” (Akram-Lodhi 2018, para. 10). The 

“critical” component of CAS, as with other related literatures, refers to the work of questioning 

“dominant paradigms,” including “biases and values and forms of representing and legitimizing 

knowledge that characterize conventional wisdom” (Edelman and Wolford 2017: 962). This 

critique applies specifically to the tendency in past scholarship to privilege economic dynamics 

over other variables in analysis of rural change (Akram-Lodhi 2018). Accordingly, CAS creates 

new spaces for rethinking migrant debt and dispossession as more than uniform financial 

relationships.   

Debt has played a prominent role in past research in agrarian studies as a “defining 

feature of rural lives” and “mechanism of exploitation, social differentiation, labor control and 

dispossession” (Fairbairn et al. 2014: 655). As noted in past work (Johnson and Woodhouse 
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2018), foundational theorists in the classic “agrarian question” all identified debt as a central 

mechanism in processes of rural dispossession and differentiation under the development of 

agricultural capitalism and the commodification of livelihoods (Akron-Lodhi and Kay 2010a, 

2010b; Fairbairn et al. 2014; Gerber 2014). How debt shapes these processes and their possible 

direction of change, especially as it relates to different class positions, has been the subject of 

“sharp debates” in agrarian studies for decades (Fairbairn et al. 2014; e.g.: Brass 1986; Gerber 

2014; Green 2020; Washbrook 2006). Recent work in political ecology has paid closer attention 

to the ways debt shapes landscapes and agro-ecologies amid processes of agrarian change 

(Gerber 2013; Gray and Dowd-Uribe 2013; Green 2020; Li 2014; Ramprasad 2018).  

Generally, past research has centered on how debt operates along class 

(proprietor/worker; creditor/debtor) axes and specifically as it relates to agricultural production 

and the development of capitalism. However, as Green (2020) highlights, this framing presents at 

least three crucial gaps. First, contemporary rural producers now “occupy multiple class 

positions” and, accordingly, “agrarian class relations cannot be reduced to simply landlord/tenant 

or creditor/debtor” dyads (3; see also Deere 1990; Guérin 2014; Kay 2008). Second, difference is 

not reducible only to class, with other hierarchies such as gender and race playing crucial roles in 

the ways debt is accessed, controlled, experienced, and leveraged. Financial debt relations often 

map on to and rework existing webs of social obligation (such as relations of patronage and 

reciprocity), hierarchy, and subjectivity (see also Graeber 2011; Green and Estes 2019; Guérin 

2014; Guérin and Venkatasubramanian 2020; Taylor 2011). And finally, as also illustrated by 

Bylander (2014) and Green and Estes (2019), debt is frequently used for social reproduction, or 

perhaps other activities that do not fit neatly on either side of the productive-reproductive binary 

(see also Mitchell et al. 2003). In other words, debt can never play a “singular role in agrarian 
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change,” necessitating that research situates debt and agrarian change within specific processes 

and conjunctures rather than in terms of “any deterministic logic of capital accumulation or rural 

differentiation” (Green 2020: 3).  

Of equal importance in agrarian and livelihood dynamics (Guérin and 

Venkatasubramanian 2020) are the associated meanings of debt — the diverse ideas, discourses, 

expectations, and values around debt that shape how debt relations and obligations are 

understood and practiced. Research in economic anthropology has long emphasized “the 

ubiquitous moral debates surrounding credit and debt…as co-constitutive of their material 

effects” (Peebles 2010). Harker’s work on the spatiality of debt in geography has also noted the 

role of culture (along with social and geopolitical dynamics) in the production of spatial “debt 

ecologies” (Harker 2017; Harker and Kirwan 2019). And as Guérin (2014) argues, “debt is both 

shaped by and constitutive of social relationships, moral values, and culture. Debt has no 

universal meanings but a variety of meanings and formulations within particular contexts” (S40). 

This gives debt the “ambivalent” capacity to simultaneously generate “shame and disgrace or 

pride and honor…solidarity and social cohesion but also exploitation, hierarchy, and 

domination” (Guérin 2014: S41; see also Guérin 2014; Got et al. 2016; O’Connell Davidson 

2013). Or as Shipton observes, lending “weaves webs of obligation…[yet] that does not mean 

that everyone, everywhere, understands borrowing and lending in the same way” (Shipton 2007: 

x). Understanding these “moral” debates around debt, along with how debt operates across 

diverse relations, subjectivities, and practices, is crucial towards understanding the production of 

debt’s material effects and their wider implications for processes of dispossession and agrarian 

change. Incorporating these perspectives into research on migration and deportation is essential 
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given the relatively limited conceptual development around debt and dispossession dynamics in 

past research on removal. 

 

Entangled Moral and Material Economies of Debt  

This article draws from this conceptual framework to evaluate the entangled moral and 

material economies of migrant debt and dispossession as they emerge in specific contexts to 

shape uneven debt burdens and removal outcomes across migrant-sending communities. The 

division of material and moral does not intend to reinforce categorical binaries, but instead to 

underscore how these processes are shaped at the intersection of multiple dynamics and logics. 

Material here refers to political-economic circumstances tied to processes and obligations 

involving migrant debt and its wider consequences. This includes, for example, borrowing 

practices, terms, and outcomes of specific lending arrangements and smuggling agreements that 

shape degrees of migrant financial risk. Assessment of these material components aims to move 

beyond just description of material dynamics to an assessment of how they are linked to the 

development of specific agrarian histories or wider political-economic contexts in each migrant-

sending region.  

The moral economic component to refers to the meanings, discourses, obligations, and 

notions of justice around migration, debt and dispossession that inform processes of 

differentiation. This framing draws from a lineage of work on moral economies in agrarian and 

peasant studies (Scott 1976; Thompson 1993; Wolford 2005, 2010), particularly Thompson’s use 

of the term to capture ideas of what constitutes legitimate or illegitimate practices in economic 

relations, “grounded upon a consistent traditional view of social norms and obligations, of proper 

economic functions of several parties within the community” (1993: 188). Contrary to popular 
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uses of the term that emphasize logics and actions of concern and solidarity intending to soften 

exploitation within market economies, moral economies more accurately reflect the contours of 

legitimate and expected practices or obligations between economic actors, including lenders and 

borrowers, in specific contexts (Carrier 2018). Moral economies are diverse, and not necessarily 

territorialized or mutually exclusive to the respective research sites. Indeed, there are several 

similarities for certain logics around debt obligations for migration and removal. Yet, distinct 

lending and smuggling practices between the highlands and lowlands help shape unique 

expressions of moral economies for migrant debt in respective research sites. 

 

Research Background 

This article draws from qualitative research in two distinct research sites in rural 

Guatemala: Llanos del Pinal, Quetzaltenango in the western highlands and La Montaña, 

Retalhuleu on the Pacific lowlands, respectively. Llanos del Pinal (frequently referred to as 

Llanos) is a smallholder semi-substance farming community located roughly five miles south of 

Quetzaltenango at the base of the Santa María volcano in the Palajunoj valley and has been 

historically integrated in the city’s economy through labor and commodity production (Grandin 

2000). The area’s high elevation and cooler climate make it suitable for cold-weather vegetable 

production for markets in addition to other traditional crops for subsistence. The community is 

predominantly Maya K’iché, with many residents speaking K’iché as their first language. La 

Montaña, by contrast, is an extensive rural lowlands community in the Caballo Blanco area 

located roughly 15 miles to the southwest of the city Retalhuleu on Guatemala’s Pacific coastal 

plain. The community is predominantly ladino, but highland Indigenous farmers continue to 

come to the region in search of work and land. Accordingly, there are a number of families and 
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communities who identify as Indigenous and maintain links to their “home” communities in the 

highlands (Velásquez-Nimatuj 2013). Smallholders on the coast typically produce maize for 

consumption and sale, followed by a second crop of sesame for sale and export. Many producers 

rely on wage labor on nearby sugar cane and palm oil plantations for survival during the dry 

season. Research sites were chosen both for their extended histories with migration and 

deportation, as well as distinct agrarian contexts and histories to assess links between debt, 

dispossession, and agrarian change. These histories and dynamics are explored in greater detail 

in the findings section below.  

Fieldwork consisted of 18-months of comparative fieldwork between late-2017 and mid-

2019, split evenly between the two research sites. Analysis was informed by past research 

findings on the economic hardships of deportation and debt for migrant and their families 

(Johnson and Woodhouse 2018), as well as recent work highlighting the consequences of debt-

fueled land dispossessions for landscapes and livelihoods for migrant-sending communities 

(Johnson 2021). Data collection involved in-depth interviews and ethnography with 

predominately deportees and migrant-sending families. Interviews with deportees (N = 60), 

specifically queried the lived experiences and meanings of migration, removal, and their broader 

social and economic consequences. Interviews also explored the political economy of 

contemporary smuggling arrangements and migration financing, including funding origins, 

strategies, and relations with lenders. An overview of funding sources and asset transfers across 

the sample can be found in Johnson (2021). An additional 12 in-depth interviews were conducted 

with local leaders across both sites to contextualize current debt and dispossession dynamics in 

broader community histories with migration and shifting livelihoods under processes of agrarian 

change. Four local representatives from the Guatemalan Ministry of Agriculture were 
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interviewed for additional background on regional agricultural histories and contemporary 

dynamics. Ethnographic observations on the everyday experiences and meanings of migration, 

debt, and agrarian change gathered during informal household visits, accompaniment of 

returnees to banks and lending cooperatives, labor in family agricultural parcels, and 

participation in community meetings and events provided additional data on these processes as 

they unfolded over time. Local leaders, who provided community consent for research and aided 

initial interviews, offered integral support for data collection and analysis. The majority of 

interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed through both comparative tabulations of 

quantitative data (loan terms, repayment, assets acquired or lost) and coding and analysis of 

qualitative elements (experiences, dynamics, and meanings). 

As highlighted elsewhere (Johnson 2021; Johnson and Woodhouse 2018), the high cost 

of unauthorized migration under expanded enforcement, which at the time of research ranged 

between $8,000 and $10,000, coupled with limited economic opportunities often push migrant-

sending households finance their journeys through high-interest loans using homes and land as 

collateral. With no means to repay this scale of debt in Guatemala, apprehension and deportation 

from the US or Mexico can threaten the dispossessions of smallholder properties. Yet, as 

illustrated below, unique moral and material entanglements around migrant debt emerging from 

specific contexts produce differentiated burdens and tendencies for debt-fueled dispossessions.    

 

Agrarian Contexts 

The reasons for out-migration from Guatemala are numerous and complex, including a 

means to maintain smallholder parcels and agricultural production, diversify family incomes, and 

secure land, education, and opportunities for the next generation. As one deportee put it: “we 
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migrate to end migration [for our kids].” Yet more deeply, these needs stem from successive 

waves of displacement from land and livelihoods that have imperiled the everyday and 

generational social reproduction among rural households. Many communities in Guatemala’s 

western highlands have survived waves of dispossession and displacement from land and 

subsistence production. Land dispossessions and forced labor recruitment during both the 

colonial era and especially during the emergence of coffee cultivation in the 1870s dramatically 

eroded the land base of indigenous communities and converted subsistence producers into semi-

proletarians dependent on both agriculture and wage labor to survive (Cambranes 1985; Esquit 

2002; González Izás 2002; Grandin 2000; Lovell 2015; McCreery 1983, 1994; Piedrasanta 

Herrera 2014). An attempted land reform by the Árbenz government in the 1950s following 

popular resistance against semi-feudal elite control eventually led to a US-supported coup in 

1954 that reinstated military rule and reversed the bulk of land redistributions (Grandin 2000).  

In the 1960s, in the context of the Cold War and attempts to quell the specter of 

revolutionary sympathies in the countryside through technological fixes, the Catholic Church and 

other US development agencies introduced new Green Revolution farming inputs and 

approaches to rural Guatemala (Carey 2009). The transition to new fertilizers, hybrid seed 

varieties, and monoculture of non-traditional export crops at first registered improved yields and 

incomes for many farmers. Yet, increased production costs under new inputs and greater 

attachment to markets ultimately led to diminished returns, new cycles of agricultural debt, and 

an enduring dependence on seasonal wage labor for survival (Arias 1990; Carey 2009; Falla 

1972; González Izás 2002; Isakson 2014).  

The armed conflict that emerged following the 1954 coup moved into the western 

highlands in the late-1970s, with the military unleashing a genocidal scorched earth campaign 
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that in the 1980s killed over 100,000 Mayans and destroyed 400 indigenous villages (Grandin 

2000; see also CEH 1999; González Izás 2002; ODHA 1998). The violence and mass 

displacement further undermined the subsistence base of many communities and created initial 

migration streams to the US (Jonas and Rodríguez 2014). While the conflict ended with the 1996 

Peace Accords, the post-war era ushered in a series of neoliberal reforms that have expanded free 

trade, new “megaprojects”, and extractivist agriculture at the expense of traditional smallholder 

livelihoods and land access (Alonso-Fradejas 2012, 2015; Batz 2020; Isakson 2014; Solano 

2013). These accruing pressures of displacement pushed unauthorized migration from Guatemala 

to new heights in the 2010s (Jonas and Rodríguez 2014). Today many farmers face a condition of 

“slow displacement,” in which displacement from land unfolds over years (Carte et al. 2019) 

under what Bernstein (2010) terms a “simple reproduction squeeze.” Yet, in the absence of viable 

alternatives in wage labor, and with the continued socio-cultural importance of land for many 

producers (Isakson 2009; Smith 1990), land access remains as vital as ever.  

 

Llanos del Pinal – Successive Enclosures 

These dynamics have unfolded unevenly over Guatemala’s complex geographies. 

Farmers in Llanos del Pinal, who received titles to modest amounts of land (0.175 to 1.1 

hectares) in the late 1800s amid wider privatization efforts, were generally spared from the worst 

of land dispossessions and forced labor of the colonial and coffee eras (Grandin 2000). Yet the 

slow erosion of the community’s land base under population growth and the expansion of 

agrarian capitalism eventually coerced many from Llanos into cycles of debt peonage on lowland 

plantations (Ibid.). In the 1960s, farmers widely adopted chemical fertilizers and other Green 

Revolution technologies that local leaders attest broke the community’s dependence on seasonal 
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wage labor on the lowland plantations. Yet, rising input prices (especially for fertilizer; see: 

Arias 1990; Falla 2001) and lower returns have reinforced a reliance on daily wage labor in 

agriculture, construction, or other opportunities in Quetzaltenango, which generally remain 

inadequate and inconsistent sources of income. Some families have all but abandoned 

commercial farming while other have been caught up in cycles of agricultural debt that 

eventually propel them to the US. As one farmer put it: “So much investment…but there’s no 

return anymore…It doesn’t pay. It’s better for kids go [to the US].”4 

In the 1970s the municipality of Quetzaltenango re-designated the forests surrounding 

Llanos as a protected natural area, dispossessing farmers of crucial areas to gather firewood and 

pasture animals that they had helped govern for centuries. The appropriation not only 

undermined the local subsistence base, but the loss of the pasture was especially damaging as 

farmers lost a key source of low-cost organic fertilizer – animal excrement – and become 

increasingly dependent on chemical inputs and intensive agriculture on small parcels. Llanos did 

not experience direct violence from the armed conflict, yet challenging economic circumstances 

led many to follow refugee and migration streams north. Hurricane Stan in 2005 hit Llanos 

especially hard, destroying crops and homes and propelling many to the US to recoup losses. 

Population growth within town and expanding out from nearby Quetzaltenango in tandem with 

rising land prices (in part due to inflationary pressures from the influx of remittances) have put 

immense pressure on Llanos’ relatively minuscule agricultural parcels, with agrarian landscapes 

quickly giving way to an expanded residential real estate market. For many, migration to the US 

remains the only viable means to purchase land, break free from cycles of agrarian debt, and 

 
4 Interview #33; Llanos del Pinal; 3/7/19 
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reproduce families in their home communities. As one local leader remarked: “No one goes to 

the [plantations] anymore… but many migrate to the US.”5 

 

La Montaña – Livelihood Displacement 

La Montaña, by contrast, was only formed in 1969 after a small group of landless farmers 

doggedly petitioned the National Institute of Agrarian Reform (INTA; replaced in 1999 by 

FONTIERRAS) to distribute and title a chunk of unused state lands adjacent to the Ocosito river 

surrounded by larger plantation estates. The distribution followed a trend of land titling and 

colonization on the Pacific lowlands beginning in the 1950s under Árbenz’s land reforms. Each 

of La Montaña’s original 32 parcelarios (land parcel recipients) received nine manzanas 

(roughly 6.5 hectares) of land, an astounding sum compared to typical landholdings in the 

highlands. After the distribution, other families, including displaced Indigenous farmers from the 

highlands, continued to migrate to the region in search of land to purchase or rent, as well as 

labor opportunities with parcelarios and the surrounding plantations. Some of the descendants of 

parcelarios still hold substantial property, yet with the slow fragmentation of land over 

generations, limited holdings for other households, and enduring challenges in agriculture, many 

of the region’s farmers have come to depend on nearby plantations for seasonal wage labor and 

land rentals to expand production.  

While the ownership of plantation lands has not changed substantially over the years, 

shifts in land use have shaped smallholder access to land and labor. Prior to the 1980s the Pacific 

lowlands were dominated by cotton production, which offered grueling seasonal labor for the 

region’s smallholders as well as seasonal migrants from the highlands. Cotton gave way to cattle 

production in the 1980s, which reduced local labor demands but expanded land access for local 
 

5 Interview #5; Llanos del Pinal; 3/13/18 
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smallholders as ranchers depended on local farmers to renew pastures (Carte et al. 2019). 

Plantations rented out fairly cheap parcels to smallholders who, after cultivating their own maize, 

would then plant grasses for cattle. Campesino land access again diminished with a widespread 

transition to sugarcane cultivation, which, after persisting on the Pacific lowlands for decades, 

entered a new boom phase in the early-2010s (Tomei 2015). Sugar refining companies, such as 

Ingenio La Magdalena, responded by snatching up available plantation lands though 10–15-year 

leases to expand sugarcane production (Carte et al. 2019; Tomei 2015). The reduction in land 

access has continued to squeeze smallholders, while new wage labor opportunities in sugar 

remain seasonal, poorly paid, and physically grueling. 

Similar to Llanos, La Montaña was not a site of major violence during the armed conflict. 

Yet fears of conscription by the military and challenging economic conditions generated new 

migration streams beginning in the 1980s. Around the same time plantations abandoned cotton, 

smallholders were subjected to a similar Green Revolution when international seed companies 

started pushing hybrid maize varieties and other inputs intended to improve yields (Schmook et 

al. under review). This shift marked the end of native seed varieties and milpa polyculture 

production for subsistence. In its place farmers shifted to maize and sesame monocultures, with 

some maize saved for consumption but the bulk of production geared towards the market. The 

shift fostered greater exposure to higher input costs and variable prices in saturated markets and 

subsequently greater dependence on wage labor to secure capital. One farmer observed that 

many typically only break even from year to year. Even those farmers with greater access to land 

and capital are pushed to migrate to break free of cycles of agricultural debt. As one local leader 
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remarked, “agriculture is done,” with another farmer noting: “The majority go [to the US] 

because they’re in debt.”6  

 

Entangled Economies 

Migrant debt burdens, risk mitigation strategies, and related pressures for dispossession 

following apprehension and deportation are markedly different between the highlands and 

lowlands. These differences stem from unique entanglements in the moral and material 

economies informing migrant borrowing practices and debt burdens. As explored in this section, 

drawing on the experiences of migrants emblematic of general trends in the data, the 

intersections of migrant smuggling and borrowing practices, associated moral economies and 

discourses around debt, and situated agrarian dynamics in migrant-sending communities, 

combine to produce differentiated tendencies for dispossessions following removal, with 

deportees from La Montaña facing much lower debt burdens and risks of dispossession and 

displacement than their counterparts in Llanos del Pinal.  

 

La Montaña – Externalization and Reciprocity 

The territorialization of different smuggling networks and practices across migrant-

sending regions in Guatemala have generated differentiated contours of risk and debt burdens for 

migrants and their families. In La Montaña, migration is divided into two phases. First, migrants 

pay a coyote to carry them through Mexico to the US-Mexico border. At the border, migrants 

then contract a second coyote to lead them through the salto or brinco (jump) over the border 

and into the US. Migrants are typically required to pay the full cost of the first phase of the trip 

in advance and typically break the salto into two payments, before crossing and after arrival in 
 

6 Interview #43; La Montaña; 9/14/18 



 

 203 

the US. At the time of fieldwork, the going rate for migration from the lowlands to the US was 

roughly $2,250 or slightly higher to reach the US-Mexico border and an additional $5,000-

$6,000 for the salto. In contrast to the number of attempts given to migrants from Llanos del 

Pinal, migrants from the lowlands receive only one opportunity from their respective coyotes to 

reach and cross the US-Mexico border. Migrants therefore stand to incur substantial financial 

burdens following even one encounter with enforcement in Mexico or the US.  

The debt burdens for each phase of migration are distributed across different sources. Per 

practice in La Montaña, migrants themselves are responsible for raising the capital needed to get 

to the US-Mexico border. Given the relatively small amount needed for the first phase, many 

prospective migrants secure collateral and interest-free loans from local friends and family, or at 

times through local banks or cooperatives willing to lend smaller amounts with low collateral 

requirements and manageable interest rates. Relatively larger landholdings and access to lines of 

credit secured through past employment on plantations and related industries give some migrants 

from the lowlands wider means to secure capital. In some cases, migrants can save up funds 

through work. For example, Martín,7 a deportee in his late-30s who attempted to reach the US in 

2014 to support his ageing parents, send his three young kids to school, and “god willing, build a 

house,” was able to save up the $2,400 needed to reach the border through two years of work in 

construction and jobs in agriculture. Already owning $1,000 for land rents, seeds, and inputs 

after a run of poor yields, he was fearful of accumulating any more debt.8  

Then, upon reaching the border, migrants receive the funds needed for the salto through 

loans from friends and family in the US, effectively externalizing the bulk of debt burdens 

others. In fact, with most able to secure the funds needed to reach the border, access to capital in 

 
7 All names are pseudonyms 
8 Interview #57; La Montaña; 11/2/18 
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the US for the salto is often the limiting factor for migrants from the southern coast. As one 

deportee observed while discussing his son’s impending migration attempt, “the first thing he has 

to do is be sure that the loan from his friends in the US to cover the brinco is ready, that they’ll 

be ready with the money when he gets to the border.”9 Securing money from the US draws on 

networks of kinship and/or confianza (mutual trust) informed by logics of solidarity and 

reciprocity among those with the good fortune to have reached the US, and are now positioned to 

provide opportunities for others to “move forward” and take care of their families. As one 

deportee articulated: “If I were in the US, you wouldn’t have to ask me twice [for funds]. Yes, 

come, take this [money], let’s go, God willing you’ll [cross] and I’ll help you. Trust in God and 

ask for God’s help and get going, give it your all. You’ll get through. You’ll help your family.”10 

In Martín’s case, he lined up his salto loan from an old friend who was the son of a parcelario 

(denoting wealth) and currently in the US. “I told him my situation and he said: ‘look, I’ll help 

you. I’ll help you because…I know you weren’t able to finish school. We studied together but 

unfortunately you didn’t have the chance to finish. I’ll help you so you can achieve something.” 

Once Martín reached the border near McAllen, TX he called his contact in the US: “He told me, 

‘ok you’re [at the border]? Good. And how much are they going to charge you? Ok, it’s all 

arranged.”11  

In other cases, lending represents a form of repayment for past family sacrifices and 

support. One returned migrant who had sent back funds to help other family members migrate: “I 

felt obligated to my siblings, to my father, that they would get ahead, help them study. This is 

what many do, the majority.”12 Conversely, those in the US who renege on supporting family 

 
9 Interview #43; La Montaña; 9/14/18 
10 Interview #49; La Montaña; 10/25/18 
11 Interview #57; La Montaña; 11/2/18 
12 Interview #47; La Montaña; 10/24/18 
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back home face stigma and scorn. One deportee spoke about a wayward brother in the US who 

no longer sent resources back home: “He went with the goal of helping the family more than 

anything, of supporting [us]… The family made an effort for him to get there. At least once in a 

while he could help the family.”13 Another self-described deportista (a play on words conflating 

deportees with athletes, since deporte means “sport” in Spanish) who’s brother in the US broke 

ties with the family and would not help fund another return attempt after the deportista was 

apprehended and removed recounted: “People tell me ‘man you’re good because your brother 

helps you,’ which isn’t true…And they say: ‘What? Your brother doesn’t help you?...shit…he 

doesn’t help you? He’s a complete piece of shit for not remembering you.”14  

These moral economies of reciprocity keep migrants free of more exploitative debt 

relations that imperil their properties. Land and properties are effectively left out of debt 

relations. Migrants are expected to repay salto loans if they reach the US, yet reciprocity and 

kinship, recognition of the impossibility of repayment after deportation, and the lack of formal 

lending contracts often converts loans into de facto gifts. When asked to clarify whether money 

from his brother was a loan or a gift, the deportista observed: “At the end we could call it like a 

gift, because how am going to pay if there’s nowhere [to make money]?”15 One migrant who was 

removed in 2004 while still owing his brother $2,000 recounted: “If I had arrived [to the US], I 

would have had to work and pay him the money. But all the same I couldn’t cross so that’s 

that…I didn’t have to pay even a cent because he told me ‘you tried, you couldn’t make it, 

you’re there now.’ What could I do?”16 Lacking contracts, and remaining in the US, there’s no 

easy means for lenders to exert power over borrowers to retrieve capital. When Martín attempted 

 
13 Interview #58; La Montaña; 11/7/18 
14 Interview #35; La Montaña; 3/16/18 
15 Interview #35; La Montaña; 3/16/18 
16 Interview #44; La Montaña; 9/14/18 
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to cross into the US, he was quickly apprehended by the Border Patrol and, after several months 

of detention, deported back to Guatemala. He was relieved to be back but traumatized from 

detention and worried about his debts. He nervously made the call to his friend in the US: “How 

am I going to be able to repay the money you already spent on me?” His lender replied: “as good 

Guatemalan citizens I’m not going to charge you…who knows how much you already owe [to 

others] there, and what you’ve already spent [to reach the border], and how much you owe me. 

We’ll leave it there…let’s forget about it, because imagine how many years it’ll take for you to 

pay me the $2,200.” About a year ago Martín called again to be sure he was still in the clear with 

his friend, who responded: “You went bust, how are you going to pay me? No, don’t worry about 

it. We grew up together and have always been good friends.”17  

While salto loans may be effectively forgiven, in some cases outstanding debts create 

tensions that strain transnational family bonds. Unfulfilled payments leave deportees feeling 

shame and vulnerability. Martín, for example, remained worried that “the wind takes the words” 

(words count for nothing) and despite the forgiveness his friend would one day change his 

mind.18 One recent deportee who borrowed approximately $6,000 from his brothers in the US 

described feeling pressure to repay: “Imagine…me being here, how can I pay?...My brother said, 

‘Look, what are you going to do about the money you owe me?’ And I said: just wait, me being 

here I’m not going to be able to pay you yet…give me time and I’ll see what I can do.” Later, he 

observed: “I don’t think I can get out of my debt here, unless my family brings me [to the US], or 

if they don’t charge me. But they don’t want to lose [money] either. It’s hard for them to earn it 

[in the US].”19 Many deportees feel shame and obligation to uphold their end of the agreement. 

On recent deportee who owed $3,000 to his uncles in the US noted that his debt was considered 

 
17 Interview #57; La Montaña; 11/2/18 
18 Interview #57; La Montaña; 11/2/18 
19 Interview #61; La Montaña; 11/8/18 
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“more like a help, or support from them.” He noted, “I don’t [have to pay it]…but all the time 

you feel bad. They spend all this money on you, it’s a lot of money.”20  

Reciprocity has its limits, especially when migrants themselves have their own 

obligations to family in the US and Guatemala and under the numerous risks and uncertainties of 

contemporary migration. With family and friends acting as gatekeepers to the US, these tensions 

can effectively break family bonds and foreclose on additional opportunities to reach the US. 

One deportee who lost $2,000 borrowed from his brother after a failed crossing reflected: “I was 

going to pay it there working…But he got angry, and…not anymore…when I ask him to bring 

me up, ‘No, I don’t have the money I have to take care of my family here.”21 The loss of 

financial support can push deportees into more coercive debt arrangements as they seek the 

means to return. One deportee, the deportista quoted above, recounted how the loss of contact 

with his brother in the US due to unpaid smuggling debts led him to take out a high interest 

migration loan that, following yet another deportation, now threatened his agricultural land.  

 

I don’t know if it’s because of the debt or for other reasons, but he separated himself 

totally…And this was one of the problems and biggest errors that could have 

happened…because if I had had the same support from him, maybe I wouldn’t have 

suffered the debt I have now for the second trip. I couldn’t say to him: ‘hey, help me.’ 

Because with him the communication died completely.22  

 

Yet, even in the few cases in which deportees in La Montaña face steep debts and possibilities of 

foreclosure, the limited market opportunities for land within the community seems to make 

 
20 Interview #45; La Montaña; 10/24/18 
21 Interview #59; La Montaña; 11/7/18 
22 Interview #35; La Montaña; 3/16/18 
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lenders more content to collect interest than pursue dispossession. Competition for larger tracts 

of land outside the community to rent for plantation agriculture is fierce (Tomei 2015). Yet, the 

limited profitability of smaller-scale agricultural production, marginal location, and relatively 

lower market demand (compared to the highlands) make land in La Montaña less valuable and 

desirable to moneylenders. Dispossession can also be difficult and potentially conflictive work, 

requiring the physical eviction of families from their homes or lands and additional labor and 

investment to try to sell properties or put them under production. The difficulties and costs of 

accessing, cultivating, and monitoring smaller, distant parcels amid challenging market 

conditions in agriculture makes dispossession for expanded production economically illogical. 

The undesirability of land for larger lenders is perhaps reflected in the relatively lower pressure 

indebted households reported receiving from their lenders. One deportee recalled that despite not 

paying any interest in eight months following a recent deportation he had yet to hear from his 

lender.23 The deportista similarly reported minimal communication but for roughly a year and a 

half and with much larger debts.24 Instead of being dispossessed, he was simply allowed to sell 

his land to repay his loan. Yet, land is more difficult to sell in the rural lowlands and often takes 

time. In one instance, one prospective migrant was turned down for a loan with a moneylender in 

Retalhuleu because the lender had accumulated too much land: “He’s not giving mortgages 

because there’s no money. People don’t come to pay and now he’s stuck with too much land and 

there’s no buyer.”25 While demand for seasonal rentals remains high, “There aren’t many people 

interested in buying land here.”26 Land prices in La Montaña vary based on location, but the 

 
23 Interview #61; La Montaña; 11/8/18 
24 Interview #35; La Montaña; 3/16/18 
25 Interview #54; La Montaña; 5/2/19 
26 Interview #35; La Montaña; 3/16/18 
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deportista had to settle for $1,600 per cuerda27 for the sale of his land, a relatively low price but 

one that is still out of reach for most non-migrant households. 

Those who return to Guatemala with outstanding debts from trips to the US-Mexico 

border (the first phase) are typically able to pay them back over the course of a few years. Lower 

loan amounts, less exploitative terms, in many cases the positive personal relations with lenders, 

and wider wage labor opportunities all enable repayment. One migrant with repeated 

deportations from Mexico was able to work, repay his loans, secure more capital, and try again. 

After his first deportation he owed $2,000 to his neighbor that he managed to repay through 

agriculture. “I had to cultivate a lot of ground but thank God I got out of [debt]…I worked for 

two years and I paid it, took a breath, got another loan [from the same source] and then I went 

again.” After his most recent (3rd) deportation in 2017 he was prepared to try again. “Now I’ve 

been back for almost two years. I’m working, giving it my best.”28 Others rely on seasonal labor 

in sugar cane and other plantation industries to repay. One 2018 deportee owing $2,500 

remarked: “I’m just now getting work. God willing…they accept workers for sugarcane – I’ll go 

work in the sugarcane. And there I’ll save a bit more because if I don’t, I’ll never get out of 

[debt].”29 This is not to say that repayment is easy – sometimes there’s work on the plantations 

but sometimes not – but under these specific loan arrangements La Montaña’s deportees enjoy 

much greater protection.  

 

Llanos del Pinal – Expanded Burdens, Stigma, and Land Pressures 

Migration debts, by contrast, “live” in the highlands, where they are borne by local 

families, tied explicitly to properties, and balloon with ease under exploitative lending terms. 

 
27 A cuerda is a local unit of measurement of approximately 500 square meters 
28 Interview #37; La Montaña; 7/20/18  
29 Interview #38; La Montaña; 9/12/18 
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Smuggling arrangements around Quetzaltenango follow a different approach to migration, 

whereby prospective migrants pay coyotes a deposit (enganche) to secure passage to the US, 

typically half the amount of the total smuggling fee, followed by payment of the remainder upon 

arrival to the US. The contract generally offers migrants two to three attempts to reach their 

destinations in US should they be deported from Mexico or in the US-Mexico borderlands. If a 

migrant is deported before reaching their destination, they lose only the enganche. Those 

deported shortly after reaching the US and paying in full face extreme debt burdens. With 

smuggling prices in the highlands hovering between $9,500 and $12,000, an amount that would 

require decades or even a lifetime to save up for most smallholders, most are pushed to fund their 

trips through debts. As one deportee in Llanos remarked: “here, no one goes using their own 

money for the trip. No one.”30 The majority of migrants from Llanos secure funds through local 

moneylenders at interest rates of 5%-10% per month using home and agricultural land as 

collateral. Few sell land to fund migration as inflating land prices make new purchases difficult. 

As one deportee from the lowlands remarked: “Selling land hurts because you can’t buy it 

anymore. We barely make enough to survive, much less buy things.”31  

Vicente, a man in his mid-40s hailing for Llanos del Pinal and the deportee quoted in the 

epigraph above, first attempted to reach the US in 2011 to achieve economic security and build a 

new home for his growing family. Without much difficulty he was able to find a smuggler from 

the area to take him up to Marin County, CA for $6,000, with half to be paid up front. At the 

time Vicente made a living as a jornalero (agricultural day laborer) earning (inconsistently) 

between around $5-$6 a day and supplemented this income by farming a mere 0.175 hectares of 

milpa (corn and beans polyculture) to help feed his kids. Securing $6,000 required a loan, which 

 
30 Interview #35; Llanos del Pinal 7/18/18 
31 Interview #43; La Montaña; 9/14/18 
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he was able to secure using the deed to his home and small parcel with a neighbor who had a 

history of lending to migrants. “He asked me, ‘how much do you want? Don’t worry…after a 

month or two of being in the US you’ll send me the money and pay this off.” Ominously, they 

lender did not define an interest rate.32  

Many migrants in the highlands are compelled to borrow from moneylenders, who 

impose more exploitative conditions than other potential sources. Borrowing from family in the 

US is less common given the imperative and cultural expectation for migrants in the US to first 

pay off their own loans and then prioritize caring for their spouse and children and preparing for 

eventual return before lending to other prospective migrants. Formal lending sources, such as 

banks and cooperatives, are technically prohibited from lending for migration under anti-money 

laundering laws, but also impose terms and conditions that complicate borrowing. Yet migrants 

are able to borrow under the auspices of agricultural or other business investments and repurose 

and the money for migration. To get money from banks “you have to be dishonest.”33 More 

importantly, however, banks typically have higher loan-to-value ratios that require substantial 

landholdings to secure a large enough loan for smuggling. After years of enclosure, 

fragmentation, and displacement in Llanos, few prospective migrants have enough property to 

secure adequate bank loans. As one local leader noted: “unfortunately land isn’t like [the 

population]…every day its stretched more thin, every day it gets smaller.”34 Vicente had 

explored bank loans to avoid moneylenders, yet “They didn’t agree. They saw the deed for the 

land that I had…and basically they wouldn’t give me the amount I needed for the amount of land 

I had…Only this [moneylender] would give me that amount.”35 

 
32 Interview #26; Llanos del Pinal; 7/23/18 
33 Interview #25; Llanos del Pinal; 7/18/18 
34 Interview #5; Llanos del Pinal; 3/13/18 
35 Interview #26; Llanos del Pinal; 7/23/18 
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In other cases, prospective migrants may need quick access to migration loans to repay 

other ballooning agricultural debts with banks. As one deportee detailed: “My [agricultural] debt 

was climbing, right, and the banks demand that you pay…and agriculture doesn’t pay 

anymore…So I said to my wife ‘look I’m going to the US to fix this, because if I continue here, 

the debt is going to keep climbing and I’ll never be able to pay it.” He first sought bank loans. “I 

would go to the bank, and they’d say: ‘Ok come back in 24 hours and we’ll see where we are and 

give you a loan.’ Then two days later they call to say: ‘sorry but we can’t authorize the loan.’ 

OK, I go to another bank, and they say the same thing…I spent a lot of time looking for money.” 

With urgency, he eventual sought out smaller loans from two separate moneylenders.36 Others 

noted that although moneylenders offer more exploitative conditions, they can be more flexible 

in the event you falls behind with payments.37 As one deportee observed: “The truth is if you fall 

behind…[the banks] want the money to be stable…but sometimes in the US there are days when 

you find work and days when you don’t find work.”38 In effect, anticipation of precarity in the 

US heightens migrant exploitability in Guatemala.  

Funneling migrants to moneylenders enmeshes them in exploitative debt relations based 

in local class differentiations with lenders who, by and large, are informed by financial logics 

and desires for accumulation than by a sense of reciprocity or solidarity. This not to say that 

reciprocity or solidarity are somehow absent in Llanos, but that the political economy of 

smuggling finance often pushes migrants towards local lenders who leverage debt as a means of 

accumulation. For those deported with debt, the main recourse is to try for the US again for face 

extreme economic hardships and the loss of mortgaged properties. As one deportee put it: 

 
36 Interview #1; Llanos del Pinal; 2/13/18 
37 Interview #8; Llanos del Pinal; 4/7/18 
38 Interview #2; Llanos del Pinal; 2/13/18 
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“Migrants pay [their debts], but they pay with their lands.”39 Vicente reached the US on his first 

attempt in 2011 and paid his smuggler the remainder of the total $6,000 owed. He worked hard 

over the next several months to pay down his debt and send money home to support his family. 

Yet, after eight months in the US, having paid back only $2,500, he was apprehended, detained 

for two months in Florence, AZ, and deported back to Guatemala. Upon his return he was 

shocked to learn that he now owed $10,000 after the moneylender raised the interests while 

Vicente was in detention and fell behind on payments. Vicente only had another two months 

before his debt was due and pleaded with the lender for more time. The lender would not relent, 

however, even getting local police to briefly hold him in prison to increase the pressure. “He had 

the law in his hands.” Under the abuse and finding no alternatives, Vicente was eventually forced 

to forfeit his land and home before his loan came due. “He took everything.”40 

The financial pressures of debt are compounded by moral economies of debt that 

emphasize the fundamental responsibility of fulfilling one’s debt obligations, especially to 

lenders who open pathways to the US, and normalize the power wielded by lenders (within 

reason) to dispossess migrants who fail to uphold their end of the agreement. Some in Llanos 

expressed frustration with exploitative lending relations and wider processes of dispossession in 

the community. As one young woman commented: “they want to make more off poor people. 

It’s not fair.”41 Yet, these grievances are superseded by discourses around borrowers needing to 

cumplir (to fulfill) debt obligations. As one returned migrant put it bluntly: “you have to accept 

and fulfill your end.”42 Another local leader echoed a similar sentiment:  

 

 
39 Interview #57; La Montaña; 11/2/18 
40 Interview #26; Llanos del Pinal; 7/23/18 
41 Focus Group Interview #2; Llanos del Pinal; 7/18/18 
42 Interview #21; Llanos del Pinal; 7/10/18 
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If you don’t pay by whatever date, you lose your house. What can you say if you’re the 

one who didn’t follow through in paying the money?...It’s like if we do business: you sell 

me a telephone, and I pay you. You’re not going to get mad at me because I paid you. But 

if you give me the phone and I don’t pay you, you’ll get mad at me. I promised you that I 

would pay, but I didn’t pay. It’s a big problem.43 

 

Dispossession is felt and seen a kind of individual “social failure” (Scott 1976). Do exploitative 

debts and the hardships of dispossession create community conflicts? One deportee responded: 

“Well, in truth no because you go [into debt] with your five senses…if you don’t pay you can’t 

do anything.”44 Another deportee, pointing to his heart, argued that migrants hurt people when 

they renege on their loans, and their negligence comes to harm everyone who then face with 

more stringent borrowing conditions.45  

The power of moneylenders to dispossess is buttressed by stigmatizing discourses around 

deportees’ agency in their own failures. Deportation and dispossession are often understood as 

the result of migrant negligence to aprovechar (take advantage of) their opportunity to migrate 

and “remember” their obligations to their families, their future, and their debts. Many assert that 

deportation stems from poor behavior in the US. “Deportation depends on how you behave”, 

argued one leader.46 “There’s a bunch of people there who, from what I’ve heard, only work for 

themselves, to keep up with some vices I imagine…this is the problem”, another local leader 

suggested.47 The first local leader added:  

 

 
43 Interview #17; Llanos del Pinal; 6/19/18  
44 Interview #34; La Montaña; 3/16/18 
45 Interview #19; Llanos del Pinal; 7/8/18 
46 Interview #7; Llanos del Pinal; 7/10/18 
47 Interview #4; Llanos del Pinal; 2/20/18 
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The thing is when they go, they don’t want to have anything do with [this place] when 

they’re there…They don’t send money back, they start to drink or go to risky areas, 

they’re detained…they didn’t pay their debt or buy land and so when they arrive, they 

come back to nothing…But I think God knows when someone lives a calm life there, not 

going out to drink, not going to parties, but focusing directly on their goals.48 

 

These logics operate in tandem with imaginaries around the enduring feasibility of reaching the 

US despite the growing risks and perils of undocumented migration. These imaginaries help 

downplay the potential severity of deportation. As the local leader quoted above argued: “People 

say there’s no way in, but it’s a lie. People cross all the time.” Regarding deportation, he added: 

“Like I told you, they’re deported today, they get a new loan and tomorrow they’ve already gone 

again...It sounds bad, but it’s normal…they deport you, ok, you’re here for a few months…get 

your money together and let’s go again…they’re not serious, I think people [expect or have 

experienced] deportation. It doesn’t harm people.”49 That said, and as I have noted elsewhere 

(Johnson 2021), default and dispossession not only sequester the properties migrants need for 

collateral but also harm their reputation in ways that limit access to new loans.  

For Vicente, the hardship and stigma of deportation and dispossession was devastating 

and prompted him to try again a few years later. Using another small but high-value agricultural 

parcel owned by his mother he secured a $8,000 loan at 5% interest per month to cover the rising 

smuggling fee. His fate was the same, however. After a prolonged stay in detention Vicente 

returned to Guatemala with debts that now reached $18,000, “money that I couldn’t pay.” 

Although the second lender was not as aggressive as the first, the debt was simply 

 
48 Interview #7; Llanos del Pinal; 7/10/18 
49 Interview #7; Llanos del Pinal; 7/10/18 
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insurmountable. Vicente eventually defaulted and lost this second parcel. “I went completely 

bust…out to the street.”50  

The sense of shame produced by failure is often acute. As Vicente shared, switching to 

the third person to perhaps create distance from his own trauma and stigma: “Someone who has 

been dispossessed would feel terrible because it happens in front of all their neighbors. The 

neighbors speak ill of you. ‘This guy went, but didn’t do anything’, or ‘he’s renting a house and 

doesn’t have a place [of his own] to live. He had things but now they’re out in the street.’ This is 

how people talk here. You can’t live.”51 In tandem with discourses that normalize dispossession 

as a legitimate consequence of default, shame seems to reinforce silence around the issue that 

further inhibits possible community mediation and support. When discussing possible 

community action around the problem, one local leader commented: “The people who have 

come to have this problem, they don’t tell you…they’re very personal problems…at the most 

family members hear about it but on the contrary, we don’t know anything.” He added that 

people often first learn of dispossessions after they’ve already happened, and emphasized that 

with loans constituting personal business agreements it’s not always proper for outsiders to 

intervene.52 Another local leader noted: “On the human side you feel it, but you can’t do 

anything for these people.”53  

The erosion of Llanos’ land base from successive waves of enclosure and population 

growth has driven up the exchange value for property in an expanded real estate market. As a 

local leader observed: “our area has been changing over the last 10 to 15 years. There were fewer 

houses [before], there was much more space to grow crops…there are many, many more houses 

 
50 Interview #26; Llanos del Pinal; 7/23/18 
51 Interview #26; Llanos del Pinal; 7/23/18 
52 Interview #4; Llanos del Pinal; 2/20/18 
53 Interview #5; Llanos del Pinal; 3/13/18 
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[and] businesses [now].”54 According to participants, prices for land in town, depending on 

location, often exceed $10,000 per cuerda. It is virtually impossible to meet these prices without 

access to remittances. Moreover, land ownership and traditional agriculture in ancestral 

territories remains central to the reproduction of identity and belonging among rural Mayan 

communities (González Izás 2002; Smith 1990). This desire is especially embodied in herencia 

(inheritance) practices of passing family lands down to over generations, which not only gives 

youth an economic foothold into their future but ensures continuity in cultural identity, 

community belonging, and family integrity. As the father of one deportee remarked while 

discussing herencia practices: “parents need to have their kids nearby,”55 referring to the 

importance of the reproduction of the family in place. Accordingly, land’s economic value is also 

informed by its cultural significance in Llanos. The desire to secure land for the generational 

reproduction of families remains a core driver of migration and source of pressures on local 

lands. 

Expanding demands for homes and land for cultural and other reasons have given lenders 

a productive outlet for dispossessed properties, with lenders engaging in a kind of 

“diversification for accumulation” (Hart 1994) as real estate entrepreneurs. Some lenders are said 

to keep agricultural lands for themselves to expand vegetable production, which one deportee 

referred to as “hoarding” the area’s limited lands.56 Yet others, including Vicente, emphasized 

that lenders “always sell [properties].”57 One deportee who was forced to sell 0.22 hectares to 

repay migration debts observed how some lenders dispossess and then “flip” properties for 

profit: “They sell them at another price…They’ll sell them at a higher price…and [sometimes] 

 
54 Interview #4; Llanos del Pinal; 2/20/18 
55 Interview #44; Llanos del Pinal; 3/7/19 
56 Interview #21; Llanos del Pinal; 7/10/18 
57 Interview #26; Llanos del Pinal; 7/23/18 
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give financing.”58 The daughter of a missing migrant facing dispossession echoed: “What they 

take from us they sell to someone else. And at a higher price.”59 One migrant, who lost his home 

and land after falling behind on payments despite being in the US, watched as his property was 

pulled into local real estate circuits. His dispossessed land was first sold by the moneylender to a 

family in the “center” of town (denoting a higher-class status), and then sold yet again at an even 

higher price. “This is their business…they buy a house for $65,000 and sell it for $105,000.”60 

With those migrants or families receiving remittances among the few who can meet property 

prices, migration under expanded enforcement seems to intensify class stratifications (Johnson 

and Woodhouse 2018).  

Despite the heightened pressures and tendencies for dispossession in Llanos, foreclosure 

is not a uniform or mechanical outcome of deportation and debt. Even in Llanos some lenders 

prefer to patiently accumulate interest payments rather than undertake the work of seizing 

properties, or at times practice greater flexibility with borrowers with whom they have confianza. 

Instances of migrant death or disappearance also greatly complicate the legitimacy of 

dispossession, especially when debt burdens ostensibly fall to widows who may not have been 

party to the loan and are left exceptionally vulnerable due to enduring gender marginalization. 

“It’s happened to a lot of families…if the husband doesn’t get through, how is the wife going to 

pay the debt?”61 The daughter of a migrant who went missing during a crossing attempt 15 years 

ago with debts that passed to his wife (her mother) commented: “how can [the lender] think that 

we’ll pay the debt?...We’ve asked for God to listen and touch his heart, that he doesn’t take the 

house because where will we live?...It’s not as if we’re trying to hide [from paying]…we haven’t 

 
58 Interview #23; Llanos del Pinal; 7/17/18 
59 Focus Group Interview #2; Llanos del Pinal; 7/18/18. The individual’s father had gone missing in 2003 during a 
border crossing attempt into the US.  
60 Interview #1; Llanos del Pinal; 2/13/18 
61 Focus Group Interview #1; Llanos del Pinal; 7/18/18 
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heard anything about my dad.”62 That the family has endured 15 years without being 

dispossessed suggests that certain circumstances, perhaps related to misfortune and gendered 

hardships, bend the moral logics and practices of foreclosure and accumulation. 

 

Conclusions 

This paper explores the highly uneven consequences of expanded US border and 

immigration enforcement, particularly deportation, for migrants and migrant-sending 

communities. One prominent hardship of removal is the burden of outstanding smuggling debts 

and the possible dispossession of homes and land used to guarantee both formal and informal 

migration loans. Scholars have also noted that migrant debt burdens and dispossession are not 

uniform or predestined, yet no known research has systematically examined the production of 

differentiated debt burdens and patterns of dispossession across contemporary migration 

geographies. Research in two distinct migrant-sending regions in Guatemala reveals how unique 

entanglements of the moral and material dimensions of migrant debt and smuggling produce 

different debt burdens and tendencies for dispossession and differentiation among indebted 

deportees following removal. In this case, unique agrarian histories, lending and smuggling 

practices, and discourses and obligations around debt combine to shape diverse tendencies and 

patterns of dispossession, with migrants from Guatemala’s western highlands facing a greater 

likelihood of asset seizure compared to their counterparts in the Pacific lowlands. 

More broadly, this article illustrates how comprehensive assessments of enforcement and 

deportation outcomes necessitate deep engagement with site-specific dynamics in migrant-

sending regions, including situated histories, meanings, relations, and practices, that help shape 

highly unique vulnerabilities from removal. It also emphasizes how these circumstances and 
 

62 Focus Group Interview #2; Llanos del Pinal; 7/18/18 
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dynamics often transcend the immediate “event” of deportation to shape differentiated degrees of 

migrant precarity and possibilities of dispossession prior to, during, and after migration 

experiences. As I hope this paper has demonstrated, there is much to be gained in emerging 

“post-removal geographies” (Slack and Martínez 2020) by pairing close attention to deportee 

lived experiences with deep engagement in the contexts and relational webs that migrants 

emerge from and to which they may return. These findings also speak to the spatiality of 

enforcement consequences, whereby enforcement burdens are distributed unevenly across 

migrant-sending territories, groups, and communities in ways that reproduce uneven geographies 

of displacement. 

More research is needed to assess how uneven enforcement burdens help restructure 

distinct spaces in the migrant-sending world as well as the broader consequences of these 

transformations as they reverberate into the future. We are just beginning to understand the 

multidimensional implications of widespread practices of removal and border and immigration 

enforcement from the perspective of migrant-sending communities. It is hoped that this article 

encourages additional research on removal in unique migrant-sending regions at different scales 

it the Americas and beyond, where distinct entanglements of moral and material economies and 

intersections with other social variables are sure to shape varied enforcement outcomes. 
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