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Abstract  

In early 2019 the Trump administration implemented the Migrant Protection Protocol 

(MPP), also known as the Remain in Mexico Policy. As a result of this rule, asylum seekers are 

now being sent to wait for their US asylum proceedings in Mexico (Ahmed, 2018). 647,919 

individuals were apprehended during fiscal year 2021 with 110,400 individuals detained in May 

alone (Nationwide Enforcement Encounters, 2021). Since 2014, Southern Arizona has seen an 

unprecedented influx of asylum seekers, mainly from Central America, prompting a large public 

humanitarian response involving both the public and private/non-profit sectors. This research 

explains the emergence and dominance of private organizations for supporting migrants in the 

United States. It also explains the contextual and personal challenges confronting private 

organizations that support migrants in the United States. With this I seek to understand the varied 

landscape of care surrounding asylum seekers between the state, non-governmental organizations, 

and the public. This thesis is a qualitative study utilizing semi-structured interviews with leaders 

and volunteers of non-profit organizations involved in receiving asylum seekers on the Arizona-

Mexico border. The main goal of this project is to document the motivations and impacts of this 

broad humanitarian effort in southern Arizona and to put a spotlight on organizations that work to 

humanize the border reality.  

Keywords: Border, Humanitarian Aid, Non-Governmental Organizations, Non-Profit 

Organizations  
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Introduction  
 

“Say it loud, say it clear, everyone is welcome here. #NoBanNoWall.” 
 

- Vice President Kamala Harris’s Tweet (January 29th, 2017) 
 

“I want to be clear to folks in this region who are thinking about making that dangerous 
trek to the United States-Mexico border. Do not come. Do not come. The United States 
will continue to enforce our laws and secure our border. There are legal methods by 

which migration can and should occur but we, as one of our priorities, will discourage 
illegal migration and I believe if you come to our border, you will be turned back.” 

 
- Vice President Kamala Harris, delivering a speech in Guatemala (June 7th, 2021) 

 
 

           On a surprisingly rainy September day in Tucson (2021), something already felt different. 

Dark clouds covered the normal blue sky, the roads were damp, and the sweet, refreshing smells 

of creosote bushes lingered in my nose. On a quiet paved street within Tucson city limits, I did not 

expect to see migrants caught by Border Patrol. A few feet away were two Border Patrol Agents, 

with their two white trucks blocking the lanes on Diamond Bell Ranch Road in Pima County, 

Arizona. Around 15 migrants had just been caught. The woman I was with didn't seem as shocked, 

and she stopped the red car we were in to talk to one of the Border Patrol Agents. This was 

something I witnessed while on a desert orientation trip for an audio story I produced in the Fall 

2021 semester. What I witnessed happens daily near the border but is something people do not get 

to see happening firsthand. All these thoughts were running through my head about what would 

happen to these people. Where would they go? To Sasabe? To Eloy Detention Center? Would they 

be deported? Would they try to come back?  

  What if this was me? It made me put myself in the shoes of a migrant. Have you ever 

moved from one place to another for a long time? How were you treated? Did you feel out of 

place? Did you feel safe? You were probably given a choice to move or travel. Many migrants feel 

forced to relocate to survive and provide for their family back home either so they can move too 
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or at least have food on the table. With current policies in place that are outlined below, the work 

of cross-border human organizations is to humanize the border reality and provide support to 

migrants.  

After the inauguration of former President Donald Trump on January 20th, 2017 – current 

Vice President Kamala Harris tweeted about her stance on the expansion of the border wall 

separating the United States and Mexico. She stated that migrants relocating to the United States 

are welcome within U.S. territory. After being elected as Vice President, she gave a speech in 

Guatemala telling migrants not to come and they will be turned back if they come “illegally”. In 

her statement, Kamala Harris fails to recognize that many asylum seekers, for fear of prosecution, 

corruption, and fleeing violence, feel they have no choice but to leave and get to the United States-

Mexico Border, a legal method of seeking asylum.  

These policies and statements have made the journey for migrants even more challenging 

but do not deter people from making the trek to the United States-Mexico border. In 2019 alone, 

more than 60,000 people from Hondurans and El Salvador requested asylum in the United States 

(Sieff, 2020). In Fiscal Year 2021, Border Patrol reported 557 migrant deaths on the U.S. 

Southwest border (Sands, 2021). The Trump administration implemented the Migrant Protection 

Protocol or Remain in Mexico Policy, which requires asylum seekers to remain in Mexico while 

awaiting a decision by U.S. courts (Ahmed, 2018). In addition, the Safe Third Country Agreement 

was also implemented under the Trump administration in late 2019: "the deal would make asylum 

seekers ineligible for protection in the United States if they had traveled through Guatemala and 

did not first apply for asylum there” (Semple, 2019). 

This work comes with its challenges and adapting to the needs of migrants, which is where 

my research is situated. More recently than the implementation of MPP (Remain in Mexico) and 
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the Safe Third Country Agreement, Title 42 has been implemented as a pandemic policy that also 

returns migrants to Mexico under a health law provision. This provision allows Border Patrol 

Agents, under the guidance of the CDC, to prevent individuals from entering the United States 

when “there is a serious danger of a communicable disease into the United States” (Control of 

Communicable Diseases, 2020).  

Due to these policies, Hondurans and Salvadorans who are apprehended at the border are 

deported to Guatemala, a place unfit and unsafe to protect asylum seekers: "Migrants have been 

put on planes without being told where they were headed and left here without being given basic 

instruction about what to do next" (Sieff, 2020). International and non-governmental organizations 

work to support them and bring light to the atrocities’ migrants on the border face, such as 

extortion, rape, verbal abuse, and more. Between January 2010 and September 2017, there were 

1,224 sexual abuse complaints in immigration in the United States according to data obtained from 

Department of Homeland Security Office of Inspector General (Speri, 2018). 681 reported sexual 

assault, 307 reported sexual harassment, and 272 reported physical assault. Over 56% of the 

migrants in detention reported sexual assault, which is a little more than half of those in detention 

centers (Speri, 2018).  

Migration has been framed as a crisis for a long time, without much acknowledgment or 

awareness given to organizations that support the influx of migrants or how these organizations 

work together to provide support to migrants in multiple ways, such as providing water, food, 

medical needs, and legal processes. I research the emergence of these cross-border humanitarian 

organizations and address the challenges that confront these organizations that provide support to 

migrants on the border or in the United States. My research analyzes the role that organizations 
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play in the humanitarian aid effort. The potential benefits of this study include bringing more 

awareness of the varied landscape of care surrounding asylum seekers by multiple organizations.  

This project contributes to an emerging literature on “ecologies of migrant care,” or the 

complex landscapes of humanitarian ethos and practice toward asylum seekers, part of which is 

an initiative by scholars at the Hemispheric Institute of Performance and Politics at New York 

University. In contrast, my research is narrowed down to focus on Arizona-Mexico border towns 

(Ecologies of Migrant Care, n.d.). Tronto (1993) defines care as any human being that seeks to 

make the world better place, but I argue it is more complex than that. Care is a complex research 

topic. With the escalation in neoliberal policies (free trade, privatization, austerity), care has 

shifted to an activity that “reproduces and symbolizes a social inequality further exacerbated by 

global inequalities, resulting in the formation of transnational care chains” (Thelen, 2021, p. 501-

502; Hochschild, 2000). These transnational care chains could be the future of helping migrants 

on a global scale.  

American activists are using their privilege to speak about the injustices migrants face 

daily and respond to the needs of migrants. As Teju Cole (2012) proclaims, the “White Savior 

Industrial Complex” should be about more than just merely trying to make a difference: “There 

is the principle of “First do no harm.” There is the idea that those who are being helped ought to 

be consulted over the matters that concern them” (pp. 10). Mentioned earlier, there is a need to 

address the harm the United States has caused in Latin America and respond to the needs and 

wants of migrants. Cole says it best:  

We can participate in the economic destruction of Haiti over long years, but when the 

earthquake strikes it feels good to send $10 each to the rescue fund. I have no opposition, 

in principle, to such donations (I frequently make them myself), but we must do such things 
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only with awareness of what else is involved. If we are going to interfere in the lives of 

others, a little due diligence is a minimum requirement (2012, para. 21).  

In 2012, Cole tweeted a series outlining what is the criteria or definition of the “White Savior 

Industrial Complex”. Anderson et al. (2021) notes that “Cole’s thesis contended that the field 

generally seeks to alleviate problems without “[connecting] the dots or [seeing] the patterns of 

power” (para. 8) through constellational thinking that would recognize the historical and 

structural context of modern injustices” (para. 2). I situate these ideas of white saviorism within 

this constellation of care for migrants and in Chapter 2.  

 
Literature Review: Dehumanization of the Border Reality  

Human Rights First, an international human rights organization, published an infographic 

on their website that details the impacts of this policy:  

As of May 13, 2020, there are at least 1,114 publicly reported cases of murder, rape, 

torture, kidnapping, and other violent assaults against asylum seekers and migrants forced 

to return to Mexico by the Trump Administration under this illegal scheme (Human 

Rights First, 2020). 

For example, many transvestite/transgender sex workers in Tijuana face extreme violence 

and sending LGTBQ+ migrants who are waiting for their immigration proceedings to Tijuana is 

not the safest place for them to wait. A transvestite sex worker, Yolanda, mentions: 

“That she has not suffered from violence but that the police “beat you up”, that she has 

not been kidnapped but that “some men have taken me in that way by force that I didn’t 

want, and they have left me outside the city”; and that she has frequently been forced to 

have sex with police” (Domínguez-Ruvalcaba & Corona, 2010, p. 22). 
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 There is also a presence of drugs and alcohol, and many have admitted to using drugs while 

working: “The prevalence of drugs affects the levels of violence and the adherence to safe-sex 

practices” (Domínguez-Ruvalcaba & Corona, 2010, 24).  

 Another narrative that is detailed on the Human Rights First website is about two Cuban 

women who were returned to Mexico under the MPP after repeatedly being raped there prior to 

requesting asylum:  

U.S. border officers returned Lilia and Yasmin to Ciudad Juárez without giving them a 

chance to explain their fear of being returned there. Back in Mexico, Yasmin said, “we 

feel totally destroyed.” She added, “I’m afraid of the men who kidnapped and raped us… 

we almost never go out.…We’re still in hiding. Everyone here can tell that we’re Cuban 

because of the way that we dress, the way that our faces and bodies look, and the way 

that we talk. I’m afraid that what happened to me before will happen to me again (Human 

Rights First, 2020). 

In detailing these two accounts in Tijuana and Ciudad Juarez, many are subject to 

violence whether this their permanent place of residence, where they work, or where they are 

located on a temporary basis. This is not safe for the asylum seekers that are sent to these violent 

and dangerous locations to wait for their immigration proceedings and granting of refugee status. 

With this, intersectionality is a key concept in my research as it shows the 

interconnectivity of race, class and gender that shapes the experiences of asylum seekers. Race 

and gender are often viewed as separate issues, but it is important to consider the impact they 

have together or one on the other. For instance, many members of the LGTBQ+ community are 

also mistreated in detention centers, and it is important to think about how those who design, 
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operate, and work in these detention centers conceptualize the LGTBQ community and even 

women (Aldama, 2018). 

This research focuses on categories like migrant, refugee, and asylum seeker. I define 

refugee as “those individuals who "due to a well-founded fear of persecution on the basis of race, 

religion, nationality, membership in a particular social group or political opinion have left their 

country of origin” (Ferris, 1984, p. 357). Elizabeth Ferris (1984), an author and research 

professor at Georgetown University, frames Mexico as a country that is a faced with a dilemma 

between two alternatives: helping the refugees or solving issues with their own economy. Sergio 

Aguayo (1985) also emphasizes the difficult position that Mexico is thrust into with the influx of 

refugees in Mexico: “Es más, proponemos la hipótesis de que el fluyo de centroamericanos tiene 

el potencial de crear fricciones serias entre México y Estados Unidos” (p. 20). “Moreover, we 

propose that the flow of Central Americans has the potential to create serious conflict between 

Mexico and the United States” (p.20).  

 Economically dependent on the United States, the Mexican government not only had to 

think about the impact of these policies on their citizens and country, but also their neighbors: 

“Mexico loses its "moral purity" (to use the words of a Ministry official) if it restricts Central 

American immigration while protesting imposition of U.S. restrictions on Mexican immigration” 

(Ferris, 1984, p. 372). The actions Mexico takes to support or hinder a migrant’s ability to obtain 

refugee status will directly impact the policy of the United States: “One of the reasons given by 

the U.S. government in denying Central Americans' applications for asylum is that, since the 

individuals choose not to remain in Mexico, their motivation for coming to the U.S. is economic 

in nature, and not political” (Ferris, 1984, p.359). Beatriz Manz (2004) also notes that the Mexican 
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government was anxiety ridden with the increase in refugees, as they are “already plagued with 

serious economic and political problems” (p. 7).  

Moreover, Guatemalans are not the only people in transit to Mexico. Hondurans and 

Salvadorans were and still are seeking refuge. This puts even more pressure on the Mexican 

government on how to handle the influx of refugees (Ferris, 1984). In addition to the added 

pressure of the United States and Central American refugees, the precarious relationship between 

the Mexican and Guatemalan governments led to difficult policy decisions. Ferris (1984) argues 

that the Mexican government was careful during the 1980s-time frame as the Mexican 

government did not want to take severe actions against Guatemalan refugees that would be 

perceived by the government as aggressive or hostile (p. 372).  

While the Mexican government has final say in all matters regarding refugees, an agency 

[COMAR – Comisión Mexicana de Ayuda a Refugiados] was set up to help, international and 

non-governmental organizations were present to help with the influx:  

Nongovernmental organizations such as Oxfam, Catholic Relief Services, the Mexican 

Friends Service Committee, and various European organizations, as well as the UNHCR, 

have been active in providing funds and services within the camps. However, the 

government maintains control over the camps, and the activities of nongovernmental 

organizations are much more limited than in other Central American nations (Ferris, 1984, 

p. 367-368). 

Despite the efforts of these organizations, funding was scarce. The Mexican government 

did not want much food or help going to these camps for fear of backlash that they are providing 

more for foreigners than their own people (Ferris, 1984). There has continued to be a mass exodus 
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from Central America through Mexico, and it is still a huge challenge for the Mexican government 

to help migrants. 

 The first migrant caravan from Central America to Mexico began as an exodus in April 

2018. More than 150 migrants reached the border of Tijuana (Oglesby, 2018, para. 4). The second 

caravan started in Honduras and grew to as large as 7,500 people in October of 2018, amid the 

2018 elections in Honduras (Oglesby, 2018). These individuals grouped together to avoid paying 

for coyotes and to find safety in numbers to a certain extent (Oglesby, 2018; Obinna, 2019). 

Regarding the caravans, these migrants do not seem to understand their rights: “Although a high 

number of respondents indicated their intention to apply for asylum, many had no information 

about rights to apply for asylum in Guatemala or knowledge of asylum procedures in Mexico and 

the United States” (USA ACNUR, 2018, p.9). 

Related to the migrant caravans and handling of migrants on the border, John Doering-

White (2018) conducted research about how non-governmental organizations in Mexico handle 

the arrival of Central American minors, defined as children under the age of 18. The minors, and 

other migrants, choose to avoid legal routes and instead travel to the border through arduous 

terrain (Doering-White, 2018). The government policies challenge the way migrant shelters in 

Mexico can support these minors: "Despite being legally protected humanitarian spaces, shelters 

still act against official state interests by facilitating undocumented migration” (Doering-White, 

2018, p. 43). If detained, authorities must determine what is in the best interest of the minor, and 

further actions will be decided. Moreover, this academic study brings to light the issue of the 

depiction of minors: "In a recent article examining the agency of Central American migrant 

youth, Amy Thompson and colleagues similarly examine how politicians and policymakers have 
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tended to portray young people from Central America as defenseless victims of organized crime” 

(Doering-White, 2018, p.41).   

Furthering the discussion about youth migration, Nichols et al. (2017) argue "how NGOs 

may selectively draw on the power of prevailing media narratives to buttress ideological and 

programmatic goals while simultaneously contesting how the same media depictions obscure the 

lived realities of migrants” (p. 1962). The main finding from this research is that the news creates 

complex issues by depicting migrants as violent in both Guatemalan. The U.S. media impacts 

Guatemalan non-governmental organizational support (Nichols et al., 2017). The rhetoric adds 

another task for non-governmental organizations to refute and raise awareness that these 

narratives are not telling of the true situation: "NGO stakeholders are uniquely poised at the 

intersection of the local and the global, and as such, they both inform and transform the 

narratives, policies, and implementation surrounding youth migration” (Nichols et al., 2017, p. 

1983).  

This academic study emphasizes the impact news media in other countries has on the 

rhetoric used in Central America, and "there is a disproportional amount of coverage of the 

negative attributes of these [immigration] issues” (Branton et al., 2009, p.299). This directly 

relates to the agenda-setting theory that can be useful to understand the role of humanitarian aid 

organizations and how they operate within the news sector. According to Baran & Davis (2021), 

this theory is "the idea that media don't tell people what to think, but what to think about” (p. 

309). Therefore, this narrative of migrant youths and migrants in general as violent and 

dangerous is frequently at the top of news media and draws negative attention to these migrants, 

without providing the full perspective or further explanation of the reasons behind their 

migration (Baran & Davis, 2021; Nichols et al., 2021).  
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Moreover, another academic study focuses on the difference between Spanish and 

English language media in the United States related to immigration and portrayal of Latinos 

(Abrajano & Singh, 2009). These researchers employed the agenda-setting theory and framing 

theory and suggest that “…English-language news organizations are motivated to frame 

immigration in a manner that its target audience will most likely respond to” (Abrajono & Singh, 

2009, p.4). This framing causes U.S. media to focus on negative portrayals of minority 

populations as they compare them to criminals (Abrajano & Singh, 2009). On the other hand, the 

Spanish television media has a more positive portrayal of these minorities and focuses on 

informing the public rather than triggering a negative response (Abrajano & Singh, 2009). 

Christa Reynolds (2015) suggests that Latinos and migrants are framed in a manner that creates a 

sense of urgency and fear (p. 25). She cites the theorist Gramsci to explain the importance of 

discourse and power functions: “language is a tool that can be used to demonstrate power and 

also a way to describe how power functions” (Morton, 2006; Reynolds, 2015).   

A contemporary issue related to much of this literature is the framing of migrants in the 

news media. One case study was conducted using a framing analysis Fabregat et al. looked at the 

number of times words such as migrant, Trump, states, Guatemala, and Mexico were mentioned 

and divided them into positive, negative, or neutral associations by looking at over 50 articles 

from La Hora de Voz, a Guatemalan newspaper (2019). Fabregat et al., through media coverage 

analysis, brings a positive approach to immigrant rhetoric that is not seen often within the United 

States: “In this sense, the coverage brings a sympathetic and understanding approach that clearly 

opposes the tone expressed by U.S. Authorities, giving an active voice to the migrants…” 

(Fabregat et al., 2019, p.215). The media makes the issue of migration seem less complex by 
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othering and dehumanizing migrants when they are seeking refuge for complex reasons, as many 

researchers suggest.  

My research emphasizes the need for organizations to help bring forward the voice of 

migrants as a way of addressing their needs and counter the dehumanization and stigma of 

migrants presented in the media. This literature situates my research as a contemporary issue that 

began with the Guatemalan and Salvadoran mass exodus in the 1980s (The Sanctuary 

Movement), and the continuation of key problems, such as lack of support from governments, 

and the continuation of policies that send migrants through dangerous terrain.  

Through the years, the U.S. government implemented deterrence policies that send 

migrants through dangerous locations and terrain, such as forcing migrants through the Sonoran 

Desert, and this deterrence is further exacerbated with the extension of the border with detention 

centers and for-profit prisons (Miller, 2019). It further criminalizes migrants themselves and to 

an extent, the whole immigration process, and they are stripped of criminal justice protection 

through the system (Ashoka, 2018). 

 

Literature Review: Humanizing the Border Reality through Ecologies of Care  
 

This quote from Beatriz Manz (2004) explains the experience of a family who arrived at 

the camps in Mexico: 

As they reached the border on March 26, 1983, they were so relieved, Jesús remembered, 

“we jumped like rabbits.” It took them five days to reach the Mexican border about fifty 

miles away. Hungry and thirsty they stumbled into a wide clearing at Chajul by the 

Lacantún River, where tens of thousands of others were already in refugee camps 

organized by the U.N. High Commissioner for Refugees (Manz, 2004, p.128). 
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 When refugees from Guatemala first crossed over to Mexico in the early 1980s, they had 

few resources. Victor Montejo, a sociocultural anthropologist wrote Voices of Exiles (2011) 

published in the Guatemala Reader also describes the fear Guatemalans had upon arrival. Some 

Guatemalan refugees moved more inward in Guatemala, others stayed in the camps, and some 

refugees thought they would be able to return home or repatriate after General Ríos Montt 

replaced General Lucas García through a military coup (England et al., 1984; Grandin et al., 

2011; Manz, 2004). However, returning home was not a possibility: “The news from more 

distance places, which came by radio and by word of mouth from travelers, was that the new 

military government was even more terrible than the one that had been deposed” (Grandin et al., 

2011, p.397). Aguayo also emphasized not only that returning home was not a possibility, but 

also, they did not want to go back: “La diferencia es que ahora están llegando muchos más y no 

quieren regresar” (1985, p.21). “The difference is now many more are coming, and they don’t 

want to return” (1985, p.21).  

Under Ríos Montt, more Guatemalans arrived at the border seeking refuge, some were 

granted papers to work or gained asylum status in Mexico, but “many others were harassed or 

deported” (Grandin et al., 2011, p. 398). With no end in sight of the conflict for Guatemalans and 

the Mexican government realizing many would not be returning, the government organized the 

relocation of these camps in 1984. One camp or community they were moved to was called Villa 

Cocalito in Chiapas, where there was no electricity and the food was not very great (Grandin et 

al., 2011): “And the constant occurrence of infections and sore throats among the children was 

blamed on chemicals in the dry foods supplied by COMAR” (Grandin et al., 2011, p.400). The 

refugees would sell food, such as chickens, to others to gain some income and buy necessities at 

the weekend market. They would also “buy supplemental foodstuffs. Some refugees rented 
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larger plots of land from Mexicans and grew an acre or more of corn and beans, the sale of which 

would pay their rent and make a small profit” (Grandin et al., 2011, p.400). Overall, the role of 

the United Nations was difficult with the lack of support from the Mexican government as 

Aguayo points out:  

La asamblea general de las Naciones Unidas amplió el mandato de ACNUR para que 

protegiera a los desplazados, pero está es una categoría muy ambigua, y, como veremos, 

la política del gobierno mexicano no facilita las cosas para los centroamericanos en el 

interior (1988, p.47-48).  

The United Nations General Assembly extended The United High Commissioner for 

Refugees’ (UNHCR) mandate that protects the displaced, but it is a very ambiguous 

category, as we will see, the policy of the Mexican government does not make things 

easier for Central Americans in Mexico (1988, p.47-48). 

Lack of local and international governmental support and financial support makes it 

difficult to help migrants in the way that is needed. However, social networks are emerging to fill 

in the space and help migrants.  

Megan Carney, a sociocultural and critical medical feminist anthropologist, recently 

published a book titled “Island of Hope” (2021). It is an ethnography on the constellation of 

groups, such as initiatives of non-profit organizations and the networks formed by these 

organizations and (non)citizens. She researches how citizens and non-citizens mobilize to 

improve the rights afforded to migrants. With the scope of my research on the Arizona-Mexico 

border, pulling in Carney’s book – the realities of what is happening on the borders need to be 

more apparent. The humanization of the border reality and people working to raise more 

awareness of what is happening on borders need to be visible.  
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Moreover, Matthew Powers (2018) wrote a book directly related to my research on how 

non-governmental organizations impact the media. He emphasizes that many NGOs hire 

journalists to help make the news and have some power in the news (Powers, 2018). Powers also 

outlines the organizational structures of non-governmental organizations that now include 

communication or journalistic sectors to increase their capacity to engage with larger powers and 

the media itself (2018). While so much in this book is relevant, the content analysis portion in 

Chapter 3 is key for my research. He outlines the criteria and specifically how he obtained these 

articles from the LexisNexis database. He searched for key NGOs such as Amnesty 

International, Save the Children, and Human Rights Watch (Powers, 2018). In conclusion, his 

main argument is that the capacity to operate with larger institutions is still difficult: “As I have 

documented throughout this book, NGOs are constrained as much as they are enabled by their 

institutional environments” (Powers, 2018, p. 168). Powers leaves the reader with a final thought 

about the counterbalance between NGOs and Journalism, and whether NGOs cause the career of 

journalists to diminish (2018), which emphasizes how much journalism is at play in many 

different institutions.  

 Overall, my research is situated within solutions journalism, specifically focused on how 

nonprofit organizations are supporting these migrants and the challenges or limitations 

organizations face. Solutions journalism is a concept that goes beyond reporting the news and 

focuses on a response (and limitations) to a social problem (How do I know it’s Solutions 

Journalism, 2022.) This solutions journalism concept is a way of reporting with giving back to 

the community. One of the main proponents of this concept is conducting research that push 

forward and raise awareness of these organizations, community members, and migrants that may 

help them (Solutions Journalism Network, n.d.). This is the basis of “ecologies of migrant care”.  
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This research contributes to an emerging literature on “ecologies of migrant care,” part of which 

is an initiative by scholars at the Hemispheric Institute of Performance and Politics at New York 

University. Their research covers many facets of the humanitarian response throughout the 

United States by individuals, non-governmental organizations, social movements, and 

communities of faith whereas my research will be narrowed down to focus on Arizona-Mexico 

cross-border humanitarian organizations (Ecologies of Migrant Care, n.d.).  

 

Methodological Approach 

This thesis is the product of my studies at the University of Arizona as a dual degree 

student in Bilingual Journalism and Latin American Studies. As a student, I concentrated on the 

broader theme of immigration and focused on how international and non-governmental 

organizations support asylum seekers. Pre-COVID-19, I received a Tinker Foundation grant to 

conduct field research in Guatemala, but since have adapted this thesis to the Arizona-Mexico 

border because of COVID-19 related travel restrictions. The broader objective of my research is 

to determine if how these organizations are supporting migrants, the services they provide and 

the challenges.   

Through the interdisciplinary courses in Latin American Studies, I have learned about 

the causes of migration and experiences migrants face daily. The courses offered in the 

School of Journalism have taught me best practices for conducting research, interviewing, and 

audio production. Through courses with Dr. Jessica Retis, I have examined literature related 

to the issue of migration globally, especially the push and pull factors for why migrants move, 

the diaspora of Latinx migrants, as well as the history of U.S. Latinos. I have primarily 

focused on the news surrounding the migrants on the U.S.-Mexico border, but I have also 
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explored literature related to borders around the world, specifically on the care and treatments 

of migrants in the Mediterranean and Syrian refugees.  

My central questions are: What explains the emergence and dominance of private 

organizations for support migrants in the U.S. context? What are some of the contextual and 

personal challenges confronting private organizations that support migrants in the United States? 

Interviewees were identified through press coverage, as well as through the social 

network of shelters and local organizations within Arizona, and includes volunteers, artists, 

administrators, immigrant rights advocates, directors, and founders of these organizations. The 

inclusion criteria for this research were: Current public figure (mayor, government official), 

volunteer, or spokespeople at local organizations in one of these towns: Douglas, Nogales, 

Sasabe, Tucson, or Yuma. They could speak English or Spanish, be any gender, and any 

ethnicity. One of my interview participants, Dora Rodriguez, contacted many of my participants 

with me copied on the emails. Email and phone calls were utilized to recruit participants and 

obtain consent. Barry Gosling, volunteer at Tucson Samaritans, also contacted Reverend John 

Fife as he thought he would be a great person to talk to about the Sanctuary Movement and 

support for asylum seekers.  

My focus was on the Arizona side of the border, but I included interviews with volunteers 

who go back and forth to support the humanitarian aid efforts on the Mexican side of the border. 

All my participants are public figures in each of the border towns or staff members/volunteers at 

organizations, which means many are identifiable via local press reports or on the websites of the 

specific organizations. I located a potential subject’s contact information from a public source, 

such as the organization website. Interviews were one hour in duration and conducted remotely 

via recorded, passcode protected zoom sessions or in person. I conducted 11 interviews, with 
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volunteers or employees at Tucson Samaritans, Salvavision, Casa de la Esperanza Resource 

Center, Humane Borders, Samaritanos Sin Fronteras, No More Deaths, The Florence Project, 

Frontera de Cristo, Binational Migration Institute, and Casa Alitas. All recorded interviews and 

data drawn from interviews were kept in a secure UA Box folder.  

Email and phone calls were used to recruit participants and obtain consent. Semi-

structured interviews were approximately one hour in length and were conducted remotely via 

recorded, password protected zoom sessions or in person if the participant agreed. I transcribed 

the interviews using Otter.ai, a transcription service, and listened to the transcriptions to ensure 

accurate transcription and interpretation. I, then, coded the interviews to analyze the data. I 

conducted semi-structured interviews with participants, the main questions are what motivated 

this study and the research puzzles or the research problem that I examined (Rubin & Rubin, 

2005). Follow up questions were asked based on the insight of my interview subjects. For 

example, I had not anticipated that white saviorism or privilege would emerge as a theme until I 

followed up in the interviews. As Rubin & Rubin (2005) address, this was a nuanced or 

intriguing generalization that needed more exploration. Semi-structured interviews allow these 

nuanced answers and discussions about these topics to emerge that would not have emerged if I 

only asked the same questions or conducted surveys instead: “After a number of years, however, 

we found we were relying nearly exclusively on observations and depth interviews because we 

got fuller and more creative results” (Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p. 19). 

The main questions I asked include:  

1. How was the organization started? Who? Why?  

2. How did you get involved in this organization and/or work?  
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3. How has the organization changed over the years (particularly in Summer 2014, end 

of 2018, and 2019 to now)?  

4. How have you seen the rhetoric surrounding asylum seekers change over time?  

5. How has COVID-19 impacted your organization? Have you seen any changes? Do 

you expect any changes with this administration?  

6. What are some of the achievements has this organization achieved? What are some of 

the challenges this organization has and is currently facing?  

7. How does this organization work together with other organizations and/or how do 

different sectors work together?  

8. What would you like the public to know?  

9. What is one thing that you see that people overlook and/or what is misrepresented? 

10. What are you hopes for the future (of the organization/your work/in general)?  

In addition to semi-structured interviews, I also conducted participant observation prior to 

IRB approval. As Lynne Hume and Jane Mulcock (2004) discuss, engaging in participant 

observation can help researchers understand the point of view of the participants through first-

hand experiences (p.xi). As a dual degree student, I conducted participant observation with an 

audio story I produced for a journalism class in Fall 2021. One of my participants, Barry 

Gosling, volunteers for Tucson Samaritans and hikes long distances weekly to drop water jugs in 

the desert near Arivaca, Arizona and the border. At 6 in the morning on a September day, I met 

Barry and his team at Borderlinks, located in downtown Tucson, Arizona. The Tucson 

Samaritans’ shed is in the parking lot and is where all the boxes of snacks, water jugs, training 

manuals, merchandise, and other necessary equipment are stored. With Barry and two others, we 

packed up the vehicle with water jugs, snacks. Barry also took a signal device that helps track us 
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or contact someone for help, since we were hiking in remote areas with limited phone signal. It 

was about an hour drive to the entrance for the first hike to the water drop station.  

They always start with the farthest water drop station first and then do short water drops 

throughout the day. We all were carrying backpacks with 2 or 3 gallons of water and hiked for 

about an hour and a half through rocky terrain, overgrown plants, and cacti. I was wearing a long 

sleeve shirt, long leggings, and hiking boots to protect myself from the elements in the desert as 

we are constantly scraping against cacti or other plants in the desert. After arriving to the water 

drop site, Barry and his team checked the condition of the jugs. Specifically, they were looking 

for damage or if water has been consumed from them. He marks it down on a piece of paper that 

he will write down in the binder that reports when they were last checked at a given water drop 

site. After checking for damage, he decides how many water jugs we should leave at that site, 

and we left two water jugs at this site. We wrote the date we left them and the site number using 

a sharpie directly on the water jug. Then, we hiked back, got back in the car, and went to other 

nearby drop sites that are closer to the road. We repeated the same routine that we did at the first 

one. They go to about 3 or 4 water drop sites on the days they go out, and then go to a restaurant 

to record what water drop sites they went to, the damage of the water jugs already there, and how 

many water jugs were left. 

Moreover, I also went on a desert orientation trip with Gail Kocourek, another volunteer 

for Tucson Samaritans. She used to hike to water drop sites, but now takes media teams, 

journalists, students, or anyone interested around the Sonoran Desert and to Casa de la Esperanza 

Resource Center in Sasabe, Sonora, Mexico to educate others about the history of migration, first 

aid, safety, Border Patrol protocol, and experience what many volunteers at Tucson Samaritans 

do. The first paragraph of this thesis is one of the experiences I witnessed on this September day 
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with Gail Kocourek, we sat and watched to see where Border Patrol would take the migrants 

they caught. After waiting for 30 minutes, we drove past them and to a water drop site near the 

road. Kocourek also showed me three locations where Alvaro Enciso, one of my interview 

participants, has placed crosses where migrants have died to honor them. After, we drove back 

down the same road and the group of migrants had expanded and two Border Patrol Agents were 

now present. She spoke to one of the Border Patrol Agents and asked if she could give them any 

water, food or first aid. Gail explained that they cannot interfere but can ask if they need water or 

food. The migrants saw us, smiled, and waved at us. Kocourek said it was because they 

recognized the Tucson Samaritan sign on our vehicle. Despite the situation, they gave us the 

thumbs up sign – indicating that everything is alright.  

The next stop was Casa de la Esperanza Resource Center, which opened in May 2020 to 

support migrants deported to Sasabe, Sonora, Mexico. I met one of the women who works there 

and helped her to put ribbons on the fence outside that represent the migrants that are deported 

every day to Sasabe. The ribbons also recognize how many migrants they have helped by 

opening the resource center. After visiting the resource center, Kocourek gave me a driving tour 

of Sasabe and then we drove along part of the border wall, and then drove back to Tucson. 

I went back with Kocourek and Dora Rodriguez a couple months later when they were 

planning their Thanksgiving celebration and I met someone there who was interested in my 

research. She connected me to Rev. Dr. Delle McCormick, who has volunteered on border issue 

for a long time and volunteers at Casa Alitas, a migrant shelter in Tucson. These experiences 

brought me closer to the realities of the border and helped inform the analytic lens I used for my 

Bilingual Journalism multimedia project and thesis. Overall, my involvement within these 

organizations and volunteering shape the way I view this research and lend to some bias as I am 
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directly involved in activism. This is one limitation of this study. However, being involved and 

understanding the complexities of their work or volunteerism helps me build trust with my 

research participants.  

Positionality 

I am white, a white woman. I was born and raised on the East Coast in the small state of 

Delaware. I have been able to travel, see the world, learn new languages, and privileged to go 

private schools from kindergarten through high school, and for college.  

I had over 200+ volunteer hours in high school and won a service award. I volunteered at 

many local organizations over the years – including service trips to the Dominican Republic and 

Costa Rica. I also volunteered at the Latin American Community in downtown Wilmington, 

Delaware where I helped them with an event. The goal of the event was to raise awareness of the 

Latinx community and traditions. 

In the Dominican Republic, I served as a camp counselor with the D.R.E.A.M. project. In 

Costa Rica I helped build a handicapped bathroom and restroom in a small town that 

economically functions by giving tours to tourists up to the waterfall. The government of Costa 

Rica was threatening to shut down their community center if they did not make it handicap 

accessible, a need of the community. I had been learning Spanish since a young age and found 

my passion for really learning the language in high school. I majored in International Relations 

and Spanish in college and studied abroad in Madrid. A piece of my heart is left in all these 

places. I was, and am, able to use my privilege and socio-economic status to help. I came back 

home to share the experiences of my friends, second, third, and fourth families that I met in those 

places. I helped them, but they shaped me into who I am and taught me that I can use my 

privilege to speak up against injustices. Since moving to Tucson in 2019, I have tried to 
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volunteer to help migrants on the border. Immediately before the pandemic, I was teaching 

Spanish to volunteers at Casa Alitas, a migrant shelter in Tucson. As the current president of the 

Latin American Studies Student Organization at the University of Arizona, I organized a holiday 

making card event for migrants passing through a new resource center in Sasabe, Sonora, 

Mexico. I also teach Spanish to undergraduate students at the University of Arizona and received 

a Foreign Language and Area Studies Fellowship through the Center for Latin American Studies 

to learn Maya Kaqchikel during Summer 2020.  

I have always been someone who wants to help others, without recognition, and speaking 

out has been difficult, but I show it with my actions. I show it by organizing cards for migrants, 

by teaching Spanish to volunteers to be able to communicate and understand the needs of 

migrants at Casa Alitas shelter. I work hard to realize my privilege and respond to the needs of 

the shelters or migrants themselves as best as possible when I am volunteering. I think I have the 

ability, alongside others, to use my privilege based on my birthright to educate others. It is not 

always an easy path, and it comes with a sense of uneasiness about if I am doing the right thing 

to help or if I am overstepping.  

Broadly, this thesis is an attempt to humanize the border reality, or rather shed light on 

the efforts of cross-border humanitarian organizations that work daily to explain the multifaceted 

experience that migrants face daily on the Arizona-Mexico border. This thesis is arranged into 4 

chapters. The introduction chapter provides the historical and contemporary context of the 

border, the definition of ecologies of care, understanding of the White Savior Industrial Complex 

and the theoretical framework. In Chapter 1, I provide an overview of the Sanctuary Movement 

and organizations operate to humanize the border reality and how that juxtaposes the 

dehumanization of migrants by the state. In Chapter 2, I take a closer look at the White Savior 
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Industrial Complex and white privilege, and how volunteers or members of these organizations 

fit in this power dynamic. To conclude, I explain the limitations of this research and areas of 

research that could be further developed. 
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Chapter 2: Organizational Support for Migrants 

As stated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, individuals have the right to flee 

their country to seek asylum and be granted asylum in a foreign territory. Further expounded 

upon in the American Convention of Human Rights art. 22(7), individuals have the right to be 

granted asylum if they are “being pursued for political offenses or related common crimes” and 

is supposed to be under the direction of the state and international conventions. In the 1980s, 

Central American refugees, mainly from El Salvador and Guatemala, came in large numbers to 

seek refuge in the United States and escape the violence in their home countries. Due to lack of 

support from the U.S. government, especially during the Reagan administration, the 

responsibility of supporting and helping with this influx of refugees crossing the border fell to 

the people, especially pastors and the Church community (Gzesh, 2022). Pastors in Tucson 

started a movement, like the Underground Railroad, to give these refugees sanctuary, since the 

Reagan Administration was not granting them asylum.  

I interviewed leaders and volunteers from organizations in Tucson and cross-border 

organizations that emerged out of this response to the lack of support from the state in the 1980s 

and have continued to do this work. In this chapter, I argue that private organizations that support 

migrants emerged in the U.S. context due to government neglect and/or a shift towards to a 

punitive government. This resulted in neglect towards migrants and private organizations. These 

institutions, including church communities, that operate separately from the government, 

emerged out of a need to support refugees and work to counter the dehumanization of these 

individuals by the United States government.  

State is defined as a nation or territory, or rather group of people, living under one 

government (Idler, 2019). The state is inherently political and weak in both Guatemala and El 
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Salvador. The Guatemalan Civil War emerged in the 1960s as a way for the government and 

army to suppress the guerrilla groups in opposition to the Guatemalan state (Worby, 2000). As a 

result of the war, more than 45,000 refugees fled Guatemala to Chiapas in southern Mexico 

between 1981 and 1984 to escape the. counterinsurgency effort against guerrilla groups (Worby, 

2000). The typical makeup of the refugees present in Chiapas were “indigenous small-scale 

farmers (campesinos), representing about eight language groups, from isolated border regions” 

(Worby, 2000, p.17). In addition, millions more were internally displaced by the Guatemalan 

Army, who used tactics such as controlled resettlement to suppress the Guerrilla organizational 

efforts (AVANSCO, 1990; CEH, 1999; Worby, 2000). In agreement with Ferris (2018), lack of 

stability within the state or government leads to many people feeling like they must leave, which 

happened in both Guatemala and El Salvador (Central American migration: Root causes and 

U.S. policy 2022).  

Several policies enacted during and prior to the Trump Administration to limit 

immigration to the United States. As of 2015, there has been an increase in migrants coming 

from the Northern Triangle, which includes Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador while 

there has been an increasing decline in immigrants from Mexico (Cohn et al., 2017). 

Motivations for migrating include economic or financial causes and increased violence, which 

has struck these countries for many years. 

However, the same 2011 Pew Research Center survey that found economic opportunity 

was the top reason for Central American immigrants to come to the U.S. indicated that violence 

in Central America is a factor as well. Central Americans were more likely than other Latino 

migrants to cite conflict or persecution as a reason they left. 13% said that violence was the main 

reason they came to the U.S., compared with 4% of other Hispanic migrants, according to 
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the National Survey of Latinos (Cohn et al., 2017). The actions Mexico takes to support or in 

turn, make obtaining refugee status difficult, directly impact the policy of the United States as 

discussed previously:  

One of the reasons given by the U.S. government in denying Central Americans' 

applications for asylum is that, since the individuals choose not to remain in Mexico, 

their motivation for coming to the U.S. is economic in nature, and not political (Ferris, 

1984, p.359).  

The Church has been at the forefront of providing sanctuary and protection to migrants, 

especially in Tucson, due to the lack of government support or rather support from the state. 

During Fiscal Year 2019, the U.S. government through the Bureau of Population, Refugees, and 

Migration has supported larger organizations, but significantly less to non-governmental 

organizations (Funding Opportunities, 2022). Thinking back to “ecologies of migrant care”, 

these organizations emerge to help these migrants on a larger scale, and through transnational 

care chains. The state does support these larger organizational chains that have more power than 

smaller organizations. The Sanctuary Movement is one such example that created a transnational 

care chain to bring refugees safely to Tucson and around the United States and emerged out of a 

small group.   

John Fife, founder of the Sanctuary Movement, worked as a pastor for over 30 years at 

Southside Presbyterian Church in Barrio Viejo, where many undocumented residents live. He 

stated, 

You can't be a pastor in this church or in this neighborhood without trying to be helpful 

with people with problems with documents and legal status. So, when I came, that was 

one of the things I did as a pastor was to find out, okay, where can they [Central 
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American refugees] get help? How can I connect them and how can I support them and 

all that kind of stuff? Immigration issues are we're right from the beginning of what it 

meant to be a pastor here in Tucson. 

These are questions Fife considered in the 1980s about how his work as a pastor carries 

over to supporting migrants. He has seen firsthand how undocumented immigrants have helped 

this country, and they were and are so present in communities around the country, but also in 

Tucson, and ignoring their presence means being complacent in the policies that hinder migrants. 

The church is a safe place for everyone, and the resources were not readily available to help 

Central American refugees in the 1980s. Organizations started out of this movement to provide 

resources, basic needs (water in the desert, first aid, shelter), and legal support to migrants. Being 

near the border, Tucson saw an influx of migrants during the 1980s and the Southside 

Presbyterian Church also has a Southside Worker Center of undocumented laborers in the 

parking, because Border Patrol is not allowed to enforce immigration law on Church property, 

and is one place where they can feel safe, cared for, and not be stripped of their dignity. Border 

Patrol serves as a function of the state in enforcing the borders and territory of the state.  

 Dora Rodríguez founded Salvavision, a non-profit based in Tucson that helps provide 

humanitarian aid to migrants. She left El Salvador, and crossed the border into the United States, 

and was very dehydrated when she was found by Border Patrol Agents at Oregon Pipe. John Fife 

shared she was one of the first people to make him aware of the influx of Central American 

refugees, notably Salvadorans and Guatemalans, on the border that were escaping civil war. 

Thinking what he could do, Fife started a legal organization under the guise of both Catholic and 

Protestant churches to help people apply for political asylum, but just under a year later they 
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learned that political asylum would not be granted to anyone from Central America under the 

Reagan Administration.   

Fife thinks the irrelevance of the states is often overlooked. He thinks that global and 

faith communities will continue to have more responsibilities in supporting migrants across the 

world:  

Nation states and their borders are about as irrelevant to the economy, the economic 

reality, and climate change and migration and all of the issues are global issues now and 

have to be dealt with and resolved globally. We're still pretending that nation borders 

and, and nations themselves are, are able to do that. They're not, they're not. 

As Fife points out, nation states set the standards for refugee law and who will become 

refugees. They have failed continually to support refugees, and the church or rather faith 

communities have been pushing against the standards and taking the responsibility to protect 

these vulnerable populations on a larger, global scale. The Sanctuary Movement started through 

the emergence of faith communities wanting to help these refugees in Tucson and about 500 

churches agreed with the work being done by Fife and others that they became part of this 

Underground Railroad bringing people to the U.S. and Canada.  

 Another important U.S. policy confronting migrants is the border wall. The Border Wall 

started to go up in 1994 to increase border enforcement and the movement had to reorganize. 

Borders and nations are well versed in increasing technology to deter migrants which has 

“become the single impediment to a humane response to migration” according to Miller (2019), 

yet migrants still come in large numbers (p.1). The neoliberal policies of today means care and 

support for migrants must shift on a larger scale. Many organizations form coalitions work 

together in Arizona out of the need to help migrants, who often are unable to share their voice 
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and have agency, because of the strict policies and powerful that destroy their humanity. As I 

explain in Chapter 2, individuals – the humanitarians, volunteers, activists – use their privilege 

and/or documented status to raise up these people and address what the state is not doing.  

As of June of 2020, 79.5 million people have migrated or were involuntary forced to flee 

their home, which causes greater strain on many countries (Refugee Council, 2020): 

In 2018, for the first time in the resettlement program’s history, the United States failed 

to resettle the most refugees worldwide. This abdication of U.S. leadership has prolonged 

the suffering of tens of thousands of refugees and forfeited our ability to credibly urge 

other countries to keep their doors open to people in need of protection (Refugee Council, 

2020, p. 3).  

The state is failing to provide for refugees and are making it difficult for these smaller 

organizations to organize on a larger scale. The United States is often looked to for guidance on 

how to operate and other countries are doing the work to close or cut off mass migration just as 

the United States has been doing for years. Several policies have been enacted by and prior to the 

Trump Administration to limit immigration to the United States, fleeing violence, economic or 

financial problems, and climate change are growing concerns for the influx of migrants on the 

border, and they have continued with the Biden Administration:  

Here the catastrophic convergence reveals itself again: the climate crisis adds its 

propellant power to the already unfolding, highly destructive legacy of neoliberalism and 

Cold War military adventures. Climate change acts as an additional causal factor in 

shaping already-established migration flows. And in the face of rising migration, the 

borders between wealthy core economies and the developing world harden and militarize 

(Parenti, 2011, 182-3). 
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The care of migrants by individuals and organizations will need to address climate 

change refugees and is an area future study that could enhance this research. Climate change is a 

lead reason for many migrants to leave their home country and migrate internationally, and 

towards the end of the journey many succumb to the factors that cause them to leave in the first 

place: extreme violence and extreme weather. Fife said:  

Climate change is going to be the driver, it's going to be the immediate need and crisis, 

that people have to find tables to sit down and, and they're starting to, but they're pretty 

feeble efforts, and not only to mandate the change that's necessary to protect human life 

and the planet to start with. But once we do that, once we figure out how you do that, and 

how you enforce it, judicially, and, and, and with enforcement authority, then we're going 

to move to all the other major global issues. And I think migration is the second one. And 

to resolve that, one, we're going to have to have a global system of sharing wealth, and an 

opportunity that we have never done to this point. 

Fife argues that this is something that will need to be done secularly and respond to the 

global need and realities of climate change, that are causing so many people to move needs to be 

addressed. Climate change and pushing migrants into the dangers of the desert should be, if it is 

not already, one of the biggest security debates considered now and this impact should be 

addressed now instead of tightening the border for the impact of climate change that is to come 

in 30 or so years. 

Fife, alongside others, started to see that no one was being granted political asylum from 

these countries, and they looked back at history to smuggle Central American refugees across the 

U.S. Mexico Border:  
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When we started, we were just bringing them to our house, and then the numbers grew to 

the point where Jim came to me and said, ‘Can we bring folks we crossed to your 

church?’ So, I consulted with the leadership of the church, and they said, after a long 

discussion, well we never asked anyone for papers when they came to this church. We’re 

not going to start now.  

The church became a safe place for migrants as the influx of migrants became a lot to 

handle to host in their homes as the movement had not soared yet, but migrants stayed at the 

Church until they could figure if they had family or other contacts that could get them to in the 

United States. Migrants needed (and need) help, and the church and individuals supporting them 

were not going to demonize them the way that they already were and are by policies set up to 

deter them. Jim Corbett was the co-founder of the Sanctuary Movement, and 11 individuals, 

including Fife and Corbett, were indicted, and were not allowed to cite International or Refugee 

law in their defense. However, they used the media and press to their advantage and the 

movement grew while they were on trial. The Justice department and the lawyers of the indicted 

met and came to an agreement in January of 1989:  

The government agreed to stop all deportations to El Salvador and Guatemala. They 

agreed to give everyone Temporary Protected Status (TPS) who was here without 

documents so they could work. And they agreed to a whole series of reforms of the 

political asylum process. So, we had a dance, and called an end to this Sanctuary 

Movement. 

Fife thought this would be end of the Sanctuary Movement, the government was taking 

responsibility for the mass deportations they had done and granted them temporary protected 

status to work. A movement had started, and these people were allowed to stay under the law due 
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to ongoing civil war in their countries, but environmental disaster and other conditions now fit 

under Temporary Protected Status (2022). However, the Border Wall started to go up in 1994 to 

increase border enforcement and the movement had to reorganize.  According to the law of the 

United States,  

any person who is outside any country of such person's nationality or, in the case of a 

person having no nationality, is outside any country in which such person last habitually 

resided, and who is unable or unwilling to return to, and is unable or unwilling to avail 

himself or herself of the protection of, that country because of persecution or a well-

founded fear of persecution on account of race, religion, nationality, membership in a 

particular social group, or political opinion”(8 USC 1101(a) INA 101(a)).  

These individuals often do not have the time to wait for the asylum or refugee process to 

play out as it is a matter of life or death, which is where the work of these humanitarian 

organizations and faith communities are situated to 

provide basic needs and medical support to give them 

protection.  

The dehumanization of migrants is continuing, 

especially with the expansion of the Border Wall and 

prevention through deterrence. Migrants are sent 

through the desert to avoid being detected due to 

increased militarization, which leads them vulnerable 

to heat exhaustion, dehydration, and increased vulnerabilities.  

We had to go back to organizing again, around the same lessons we tried to learn from 

Sanctuary [movement]. The government was once again violating basic human rights and 

Figure 1 - Surveillance cameras along the border wall. Photo by 
Julia Blumberg.  
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law and international law by using the deaths of 1000s of migrants as a deterrent to other 

people trying to cross, which is a violation of basic human rights. And so, we helped to 

organize Humane Borders, that puts water stations out there, and then Tucson Samaritans 

and then that grew to Green Valley Samaritans, and Ajo Samaritans, and then No More 

Deaths to be a 24 hour a day, seven day a week presence in the desert and provide food 

monitor and emergency medical care there, Fife shared.  

The emergence of the first Sanctuary Movement worked to grant refugees temporary 

protected status and reforms to the policies that would ensure they would be protected under 

refugee law, but that all came to a halt when prevention through deterrence emerged. To fill in 

that gap, Fife started to do patrols through the desert and drop water, which led to the emergence 

of more organizations, one he co-founded, No More Deaths. The issue of helping these 

vulnerable populations was bigger than providing sanctuary, but also showed a need to expand in 

other ways, such how can one help them along their journey, especially when dehydration and 

heat exhaustion are leading causes of death in the desert. A change happened out of solidarity 

and a larger movement of people using their privilege and the Church to protect migrants 

escaping unsafe conditions. The individuals who started this movement created many facets of 

resources to migrants, such as know your rights presentations that organizations like the Florence 

Project share to help migrants with their legal proceedings. These are the organizations that 

emerged out of Sanctuary Movement to continue filling in the responsibilities that, again, the 

state is not providing to these refugees who are fleeing for viable reasons and continue to provide 

that basic care to migrants trying to get to the United States.  

Moreover, Dora Rodriguez would receive migrants in her home as a sponsor and started 

an organization in Tucson to help asylum seekers called Salvavision. I met with Dora in her 
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home in Tucson and she shared her own experience how members of the Church paid her bond 

to get out of jail:  

Well, because of my own personal experience in my journey, when we, you know, when 

we had the, the need of their help, in 1980, when we were found in the desert, and 13 

survived, 13 died. It was then it was the Sanctuary Movement, and all the churches in 

Tucson, got together and paid the bond, because I didn't know that we had to pay to get 

out of jail after we almost died in the desert. But that's how it is, you know, I mean, we 

broke the law, and by crossing and, seeking asylum and fleeing the war, but we broke the 

law, because we were crossing illegally. So, we after we recovered at the hospital, they 

sent us to the county jail. And we were there for two nights. But we didn't know that they 

were asking for a bond for us. And I believe it was like 750 for each, which money that 

none of us had. So now, after we got out and I learned more how all this happened for us, 

the whole community, the whole group of churches, they were in the Sanctuary 

Movement in Tucson in Arizona, got together and put the money together to get us out. 

And that's where I met John Fife, who was the co-founder of the Sanctuary Movement. 

Dora uses her own personal experience to share with others about the atrocities of the 

desert and is one example out of many where she was supported by the faith communities in the 

Sanctuary Movement to be out on bond in the 1980. Being transported from the hospital and then 

to the jail really criminalizes a human being, especially when the Declaration of Universal 

Human Rights states individuals have the right to flee their country to seek asylum and be 

granted asylum in a foreign territory. Dora was subject to this dehumanization and now is 

empowered to share her story to heal and she started Salvavision in 2016 to help migrants.   
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Dora also shared with me something she witnessed with a mixed-race couple from Cuba. 

She had conversations with them about the racism that they most likely will face here due to the 

many factors, such as the way migrants are presented in the media, the views of president 

administrations to stop “unlawful” immigration, and the treatment of these people during their 

journey to the United States and the awful treatment in country. Dora was driving the couple to 

an appointment. The woman was speaking to their landlord on the phone, and she was speaking 

to her in such a degrading manner that Dora said something: 

 She was just telling her things, you know, like people like you, they just come here, and 

they just think that everything's free. I mean, she was mean, and I was in the phone. And 

then she started crying and crying and, and I said, what's going on? Oh, my God, she 

said, she just told me that I'm different that I pretty much don't belong here. So, I thought, 

oh, my gosh, she already experiencing this. She is already experiencing racism in here. 

And the woman who was telling that to her was Mexican American.  

This racism is embedded in U.S. society and worldwide, and part of why it’s happening, 

as Fife emphasized during the interview (Better, 2008). Nation states are susceptible to the anti-

immigrant fear and prejudice, and this has now carried over into the minds of many people – 

even Latinx individuals that are prejudice towards Cubans. Dora added that this is allowed to 

happen because they are given the power to do that based on what is written in the news that 

dehumanizes these individuals. The government stands by the dehumanization of migrants and 

empowers the mistreatment of migrants, maybe unintentionally, by their actions.  

Dora used her privileged as a documented immigrant from El Salvador to stand up for 

this woman, and racism happens not just from white people to people of color, but also among 

Latino individuals and this racism among groups of belonging could be due to Mexican 
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Americans being used for short term labor, like farm work, and then being sent back whereas 

Cubans were fast tracked through the asylum process after escaping the Castro directorship 

(Durand & Massey, 2010). Dora did share that with the Biden administration there is a change:  

I mean, the whole thing changed in the areas where we go and put water or go and cross 

our donations and talk to people we found, the Border Patrol Officers were more polite, 

more talkative to us, and always say thank you for all you do. 

The change that Dora has seen with Border Patrol is that they are more respectful and 

kinder under the Biden administration, maybe because they do not need to be as concerned about 

the anti-immigrant rhetoric or fear of Biden being as vocal about immigrants in society as it was 

under the Trump administration. It also breaks down the idea of who is a Border Patrol Agent, 

they have feelings too, perspectives, and maybe some are beginning to realize this is not the way 

to solve the global issue of migration. In addition, many Latinos are part of the border 

enforcement team – about 30 percent are ICE agents and about 50 percent are Border Patrol 

Agents (Coulehan, 2020). However, there is still this feeling that “we were invading their space 

or, you know, helping people that they are arresting, or encouraging them [migrants] to come 

because that's something that we will never do, you know, as an organization ever,” Dora added. 

However, migrants are still coming in large numbers and the state does not take accountability 

for why these people are coming and are using these organizations as a scapegoat or to blame for 

the reason many migrants are coming to the border instead of understanding what is happening 

in their countries that cause them to leave. This feeling of being the other or not deserving of the 

same privileges afforded to others is still prominent.  

The threshold of these organizations is to help and changing the law can be difficult, 

especially as John Fife mentioned earlier where the state does not take responsibility nor able to 



 Blumberg 43 

have the capability as it is bigger issue than nations, which then prompts the question why are 

organizations, who are not supported by the government holding the responsibility for helping 

and creating change? Dora shared that Salvavision was not created to change the law, or tell the 

government how to run their policies:  

But we're here to work together. And I'll bring your stories and I’ll share with you what I 

see every single day in our borders. And if that helps to create more humanitarian 

policies. Let's do it. But hopefully people see us in a good way. You know? Yeah, that is 

hard. When people that they don't agree with this issue. They will see you as an invader, 

as an enemy. You're supporting our enemies, or you're supporting our criminals, and that 

kind of stuff.  

The state looks at the issue of migration from a broader perspective, and gains its traction 

by dehumanizing these individuals, but these organizations, just as Dora has done with 

Salvavision, fill in that gap and work to show the border reality and share the stories of migrants 

who come from Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Humanitarians, volunteers, and activists are 

also subject to this dehumanization and are thought to be part of the problem by the state.  It is 

nearly impossible to have that huge sphere of influence and it is a risk to defy the policies of the 

state, but this work needs to happen to give some assemblance of respect back to these people 

who have families, jobs, and are just like everybody else. The continued dehumanization of these 

individuals impacts the works of these organizations as they shy away from overstepping in the 

policies of the government and that leaves the main element of their humanitarian aid efforts is to 

act within their discretion of helping these individuals and not getting politically involved.  

Tucson Samaritans focuses their energy on educating others, whether it is through 

orientation trips to educate media and interested people on the border and take them to the new 
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resource center that Salvavision organized or dropping water in the desert as Barry Gosling, 

long-time volunteer for Tucson Samaritans does, and they don’t necessarily get involved 

politically. This connects back to thew what John Fife shared about the state not being able to do 

this work alone and that it must become a global initiative, and part of the transnational or even 

the transcontinental networks.  

Tucson Samaritans emerged out of the Sanctuary Movement, alongside No More Deaths:  

“Their primary function was to organize a camp down near Arivaca, close to the border, so that 

they can help travelers come through with especially those with medical problems, need of food 

and water, that sort of thing,” Barry shared. This is a global issue, happening in Europe, Africa, 

South America, and the people who need the most support and help from governments are the 

ones who are dehumanized, or have their humanity stripped of them in the media. Gosling shared 

this powerful statement:  

The people who need help the most are victimized the most. And seems like the world's 

upside down. Why aren't the people who need help getting help? Instead, the billionaires 

get huge tax breaks, you know, just give them a pass on all kinds of atrocious behaviors, 

you know, and illegal things. But I said it's nothing new. This is the current crisis. It's 

always been a crisis, but it's getting worse.  
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The poor people, the vulnerable populations, the homeless, migrants need help 

and are not getting enough support, especially from the 

government and they are forced to combat all the atrocities they 

face coming to the United States. Migrants are forced to combat 

the inherent prejudice in the government system and are indicted 

or criminalized for something like moving or escaping civil 

conflict when those in power get away with a lot more as Gosling 

discusses. Billionaires, presidents, government officials are 

protected and are attacked in the media, but they are not subject to 

the same victimization and dehumanization that migrants face 

daily. This victimization the migrants face translates over to their daily lives even after 

arriving to the border, and inevitably face judgement and racism for most of their lives. 

They do not have the same access to medical care, and if they are undocumented, they 

won’t even it seek it out to avoid being detected and deported.  

Humane Borders, another local organization in Tucson, has large barrels of waters in the 

desert for migrants. The headquarters for a long time were at the First Christian Church, and 

donations were hard to come by, so it became a 501C3 non-profit organization. Although, 

Fowler shared, they always do start their meetings in a moment of silence to honor these 

individuals and end their meetings with prayers. It is about the migrants and helping them – not 

getting involved necessarily in the politics, Rebecca Fowler, administrator at Humane Borders 

shared just as other interviews participants shared because it is a movement that is bigger than 

just one organization can handle.  

Figure 2 - Humane Borders Water 
Station near Arivaca, Arizona. Photo by 
Julia Blumberg.  
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More organizations continue to emerge as a response to influx of migrants on the U.S.-

Arizona border. A new organization, Samaritanos Sin Fronteras, formed in March 2022 to 

support the shelters and bring them what they need. Members of Ajo Samaritans wanted to 

continue providing humanitarian aid with the shelters in Sonoyta, México and joined forces to 

start this new organization with members from Green Valley Samaritans. Jan St. Peters, member 

of this organization, worked with others to start this organization to continue providing 

humanitarian aid in Sonoyta, Mexico: 

I actually started doing humanitarian work in Mexico before Ajo Samaritanos was even 

contemplating doing shelter work. We, at the point, we’re just putting water out in the 

desert and trying to find new places to put water. But then some of us saw the need to 

really help the shelters in Sonora, Mexico.   

St. Peters has been doing humanitarian work for 5 or more years and has seen the need to put 

water in the desert to help migrants has shifted to a need to help shelters along the border. As 

time goes on, more needs emerge and while placing water in the desert is important, there has 

also been a startling need to help shelters with donations, food, and helping with their requests. 

Requests to help shelters were put out and St. Peters, among others, regrouped and starting filling 

in the hole that the state left with shelter work and began to respond to their requested needs.  

Another organization also began to fill in a hole of the state as migrants often do not have 

the funds to hire a lawyer and need to learn how to represent themselves in their asylum cases. 

The Florence Project is a non-profit organization that provides legal assistance to asylum seekers 

that are representing themselves throughout the asylum process. The state is presence within 

immigration court, the government is enforcing the laws set forth and legal organizations like the 

Florence Project are subject to the state. The judicial branch serves as the agency that 
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implements and enforces the laws of the state in terms of immigration proceedings. James 

Holston (2011), a political anthropologist, uses the term ‘differentiated citizenship’ to explain the 

homogenization of the laws and of all people, including migrants or minority groups, and to 

specify who has more power in citizenship (Young, 1989). They are incorporated into the 

political realm based on their citizenship groupings, ethnic groups, religious groups, or national 

groups (Holston, 2011, Young, 1989). The nation state decides who is valuable and who is not in 

the neo-liberal world, and others are excluded from their rights. This exclusion of rights is 

happening in the immigration courts, as migrants are not being provided due process or the rights 

that are outlined in international law and the law of the United States, such as the right to move 

and credible fear regarding persecution (Holston, 2011; Young, 1989).  

Philip Rody, a former dual degree student at the University of Arizona who graduated 

with Juris Doctor Degree and a Master of Arts Degree in Latin American Studies, has been 

working at the Florence Project for 6 months. He shares that the vision of the Florence Project is 

that “one day everyone who is detained will understand their rights under the law and be treated 

fairly and humanely under the legal system. We recognize that current condition is very far from 

that.” He works with the Detention Act Response Team answering questions from migrants held 

in detention and helping them understand their rights via a phone hotline that has been set up for 

people to call from the detention center due to the COVID-19 pandemic. They have not been 

able to go in person to give Know your Right presentations and are just starting to go in once a 

week. Instead, they send them a packet in Spanish, or their primary language. 

These changes make it difficult to understand completely how these people are feeling:  

When you're speaking to someone who's been through traumatic experiences, it's 

very hard to gauge over the phone how they're feeling, you know, obviously, they 
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can't see you. So at least in my personal experience, it's harder to gain someone's 

trust, especially when you know, they call, and you're asking them questions 

about what they've been through. 

Philip shared this insight on the difficulty the pandemic placed on their work as they no 

longer could meet with individuals in person. They are slowly starting to transition back to in 

person to meet with people held in detention face to face. The trust and complete honesty are 

hard to gain over the phone and can add an extra layer of strain on their work as it makes it 

harder answer their questions about their rights they are afforded. Attorneys at the Florence 

Project work hard to understand the policies that those detained are up against, even though they 

may not make sense to anyone one of the attorneys or lawyers, and to break things down for 

them to understand as the policies are very complicated. Confidentiality and privacy with these 

individuals can be difficult, and in a detention center these individuals are subject to 

mistreatment and unsafe conditions that were subject to coming to the United States and frames 

them again as criminals that are locked up.  

Despite the idea or thoughts that conditions would improve under Biden, there are still 

several issues regarding detention that should be at the forefront of the conversation. One such 

issue is the conditions, especially under the COVID-19 pandemic. In Eloy Federal Contract 

Facility, a detention center in Arizona, there have been over 700 confirmed cases of COVID-19 

as of June 25th, 2021 (COVID-19, n.d.). However, detention centers are not just a local problem 

within the United States, it is normalized globally. For example, as of 2019, there have been 

approximately 23,000 immigrant detainees (Immigration Services Agency of Japan, n.d.). 

Working remotely makes it difficult to understand the conditions and these individuals may not 
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want to share for fear of backlash from officers in the facility, which adds an extra layer of strain 

on the lawyers and organizational support in general:  

When we're working remotely, we don't have much control over what their surrounding 

is and that, unfortunately, is a really big issue, when speaking to someone over the phone, 

especially vulnerable populations, if someone's gay, or queer or bisexual, a lot of the 

times those individuals have a hard time disclosing that because if someone else in the 

facility hears that, that can, unfortunately make them a target by other people in the 

facility. 

Some information may not be disclosed by the individual that is necessary to help them 

with their case for fear of what could be overheard and used against them by an official inside 

detention or other individuals. LGTBQ+ individuals who are targets back in their country and 

encounter harassment along the journey (Del Real, 2018). Trauma is a process and sometimes an 

individual puts it out of their mind, and then to speak about it to someone they don’t know or 

can’t even see their face can reignite that trauma, especially when you are still vulnerable to 

abuse and harassment. The pandemic has made access difficult to provide the legal support these 

individuals need that are held in detention, which often denotes a sense of criminality towards 

their being or character:  

Every time I say that I work, you know, with detained immigrants, or I am an 

immigration lawyer, or something like that the response, are always, or are a lot of the 

time at least is: ‘Oh, so you help, you know, the bad immigrants or you help people with 

criminal convictions. And it's just so far from the truth. And, you know, I'm not really 

sure why people jump to that conclusion to begin with. But even for people who do have 
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criminal convictions, you know, all of us at the Florence Project, believe in due process 

and believe that everyone deserves their fair day in court. 

Just as criminals, murderers, and rapists are given a fair trial, vulnerable populations 

deserve the same and often do not get the same resources or access to a lawyer. Philip is one 

person who helps to fill in that gap and helps these people have access to legal resources. 

However, he does get judged by others for his role and the lack of understanding by the public is 

unreal as they are talking about these migrants as criminals for leaving their homeland, but place 

people like Brock Turner in the media who raped Chanel Miller as an athlete and a good person 

while she, the victim was framed as a party girl (Smith, 2022). The same happens with migrants, 

they are forced to be subject to difficult court hearings, where it is hard to represent themselves 

without having access to the same resources and often may abandon their case. For rapists like 

Turner, the system works in favor of them, but the judicial system is stacked against migrants.  

Part of Rody’s daily job is giving these individuals support and he works every day to 

decriminalize or remove the stigma around those individuals who come to the U.S. and are 

detained with often no criminal history. He risks judgement, but something he sees as greater 

than him and he knows the work he puts in to help remove the stigma from these migrants. The 

Florence Project also works alongside other organizations for larger litigations such as Fryhat v. 

ICE and DHS regarding insufficient medical and mental health care for detained individuals or 

ending Title 42, which was a Trump administration policy, that expelled migrants to Mexico or 

their country of origin to “to protect against the spread of communicable disease” (Statement by 

Secretary Mayorkas, 2022). 
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The border monuments, border wall, for-profit prisons, and 

detention centers are not the only border structures. Todd Miller, 

journalist, and activist mentioned the increased surveillance on the 

border, many placed in sacred indigenous land, that is yet another 

structure that creates the sensation of always being watched and 

dehumanized (Miller, 2019).  

It's like you have coils of razor wire and like the surveillance 

systems everywhere and there's guards everywhere and 

people, and you're micromanaged, and they have these towers 

that overlook everyone. It's almost like an extension of the border, essentially with the 

technology in the towers overlooking you in that one-hundred-mile radius, said Miller.  

This is another process that strips migrants of their dignity as they are constantly being observed, 

almost as though immigration officers or Border Patrol Agents are waiting for something to 

happen to strip them of their rights and deport them back to their home. They are watched from 

every point, crossing the border, triggering 

motion sensors, and can be caught on 

surveillance cameras. He also discussed the 

physical structures built in society, such as the 

Border Wall and prisons and how the focus is 

on those structures that create fear, but there is 

no voice given to those held in these 

structures.  The statement Miller made above 

is referring to the Panopticon that the guard 
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can see all from the towers, but any inmates cannot see the tower or guard, and there is a degree 

of separation between the two (Foucault, 1975). This separation separating the privileged from 

the migrants, who are the other.  

An artist in Tucson, Alvaro Enciso, creates crosses with a red dot in the middle to 

represent the passage from life to death, and the red dot took inspiration from the Humane 

Border Map which you can see to the right. The map shows where migrants have died in the 

desert and the Humane Borders water stations, but it does not show the terrain or vastness of the 

desert, or the dangers that migrants face there every day: heat exhaustion, dehydration, and 

death. When deciding on the design for the crosses, Alvaro was looking back at the Bible and 

thought about the David and Goliath story:  

In the biblical dwelling, David wins, you know, but here, Goliath, because this 

little person from Oaxaca cannot beat the Border Patrol agent, all the 

technology, all of that. So he always loses. And even if he makes it to the US, 

he will never be an American citizen, he is always going to be reminded that 

he is this little subhuman kind of person, you know, living in marginal 

housing, having menial jobs. What he finds here is not that terrific. 

This David and Goliath story applies to the dehumanization of migrants and 

that they will have less power than the state, the nation, and their voice will not be heard. This is 

where organizations and humanitarians fill in that role to speak up for the injustices and respond 

to their needs. However, it can be hard for David to win as well if thinking of David as a 

humanitarian aid worker, who have been charged with crimes for providing humanitarian aid. 

When I went out with Gail Kocourek, orientation trip leader for Tucson Samaritans, we took off 

signs driving out near the Border Wall for fear of backlash. Gail Kocourek warned we were 

Figure 5 - Crosses Alvaro Enciso 
placed to honor migrants who died. 
Photo by Julia Blumberg.  
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probably being filmed by the cartel when driving through the town and these volunteers put their 

lives at risk to help migrants daily, when I joined her on an orientation trip with Tucson 

Samaritans. The Humane Borders Map is printed in the Casa de la Esperanza Resource Center I 

visited with Gail Kocourek and Dora Rodriguez. Many organizations share the map to help 

people understand the atrocities of the desert. Alvaro Enciso uses the Humane Borders map and 

data from the Pima County Medical Examiner’s Office, nationally renowned, to determine the 

GPS coordinates where migrants died to place these crosses.  

The Binational Migration Institute, a research institution on the University of Arizona 

main campus, research information related to migration deaths. Daniel Martínez, current Co-

Director of the Binational Migration Institute, started his work with field work at the Medical 

Examiner’s Office and noticed that “people’s deaths ultimately are shaped by how they cross the 

border and the social networks they draw on to cross the border, and so on and so forth”. The 

Binational Migration Institute, started in 2004 by Raquel Rubio-Goldsmith and Anna O’Leary, is 

a response to the needs of the community. Members of this research institute conduct research 

that is “identified by community members of being key needs and local community 

organizations were attention the increase in migrant deaths early on in 2004”, Martinez stated. 

They also make their research accessible to the community, and even give it to policy makers to 

make them aware of the injustice happening in Arizona and on the border.  

Migrants rely on social networks to cross the border and for information on knowing 

where to get help, and increased enforcement helped reroute them into more remote areas:  

The state made the decision to heavily fortify urban his urban historical crossing points 

such as El Paso, Juarez and Tijuana, Nogales, Nogales, with the aim of trying to first 

deter people from crossing the border, and then among people who weren't deterred, to 
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essentially make the journey so difficult that after they've attempted it, they realized that, 

you know, it's too hard and they will give up and, you know, not try to cross the border. 

This is what the state hopes happens through these policies – that these individuals will 

not seek to gain asylum or refugee status and forego their credible fear regarding persecution, 

and the journey is even more difficult when an individual is placed in detention with minimal 

resources and faces further harassment and abuse from ICE guards. Many do abandon their 

credible fear and subject themselves to the danger back home or fall again to economic 

devastation that causes many to try to come and cross the border again and again. This is all 

allowed by the policies and denotes how the extreme actions that are taken to deter migration 

rather than support migration, especially since many are escaping conflict, violence, and have 

credible fear of persecution. Rather than providing care to migrants and support to help them 

whether through policy changes, legal help, access to basic needs, the state has caused these 

individuals to find more arduous routes to cross the border to avoid detection, which did not 

prevent them from making the trek to the border. This structural violence he explains stem from 

cultural violence, and the criminalization of these individuals:  

We argue that they constitute a form of structural violence is articulated by Peace Studies 

scholar Johan Galtung and later, the late anthropologist, Paul Farmer. So we've drawn 

quite a bit on this work, you know, this idea of structural violence, and the ways that 

structural violence are legitimized and normalized through various forms of cultural 

violence that we see quite a bit in, you know, in US society, whether it's, you know, the 

criminalization of immigrants or drawing on, you know, dominant metaphors or 

discourse equating, you know, border crossers with, for instance, dangerous waters 
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flooding across the border, or equating them with herds of animals or equating 

immigration with crime. 

The violence, including lethal violence, faced by migrants adds an extra layer of 

criminalization through cultural, and structural violence. There are organizations responsible for 

changing these policies when the people they help have almost no agency and are most 

vulnerable: “a structure at work, churning out harm, causing basic human needs deficits, as in 

un-intended, indirect, or structural violence” (Galtung, 2013, p. 35). Border Patrol is not 

providing accurate information of migrants’ deaths. Daniel emphasized that their numbers are 

not valid estimates and do not match the numbers from the Pima County Office of the Medical 

Examiner as of 2014. This is problematic as the data can’t be trusted in terms of migrant deaths, 

border expulsions, and demographic percentages. The data must be viewed with skepticism and 

is another systematic way that the government and organizations formed by the government do 

not take accountability for the inhumane and unjust policies they enforce and put into practice.  

Organizations do not always have the means to resolve the problem of violence towards 

migrants on the border as the state will just come up with a new technology to further deter 

migrants or send them through even more remote, dangerous terrain while continuing to have 

their humanity put in question and earn a reputation as criminals from an individual, government, 

and worldwide standpoint. As Daniel addressed, migrants are persecuted on a larger scale, 

organizations like Salvavision and No More Deaths buy bus tickets for migrants crossing 

through Mexico, but it becomes difficult as migrants are harassed all along the way, and Central 

Americans particularly.  

It is a little-known fact that doesn’t fly above the radar, but our government is giving 

Mexico a ton of money to do our immigration work. And that immigration work is not 
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pretty as they put people on the border to stop them. They stop them on buses and make 

them go through a process long before they reach our border, Marx stated.  

Just as the United States did not want to lose their power hold on Central America by 

accepting refugees in the 1980s, the U.S. does not want to lose their power over Mexico as Marx 

emphasizes above. Losing this power over Mexico also means the cartel will have a strong 

influence as the cartel runs the border, especially near Nogales and is another actor that 

organizations must contend with, and another issue that escalates the impacts migrants on their 

journey that the government fails to address. As stated, at every stop or part of the journey 

migrants are subject to being profiled, searched. This makes them feel less than worthy of 

seeking asylum or refugee status, and the continuation of this dehumanization causes many to 

abandon their asylum claims as Philip addressed. As governments work together to curb “illegal” 

immigration, humanitarian aid groups are forming coalitions to work in tandem to continue to 

provide humanitarian aid:  

So, what I'm noticing is and what I like is that there's not this tendency to be 

territorial, like, this is my territory, don't anybody, you know? We're really trying 

to support everybody doing the work with resources, with information. And not 

just in Arizona, but you know, across the border, although our focus is here 

primarily.  

Organizations are not territorial, they work together as a larger coalition or effort to 

answer the need of migrants, there is not competition as the need is not who can make the most 

or do the most to help, but rather to combine and use the resources all these organizations are 

obliged to improve the situation for migrants and respond to their needs. In fact, many 

humanitarians or volunteers within a given organization work or volunteer with another as well 
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or got their start with one organization and now work at another. As Marx stated, organizations 

work in tandem and even cross countries to have these tough conversations on how to help this 

humanitarian crisis and support migrants across thew 

world. These coalitions and emergence of these 

organizational networks is something that will be needed 

more than ever when Title 42 comes to an end. Despite 

Title 42 coming to an end on May 23, 2022 – Title 8 still 

will remain at play that can deport individuals from the 

United States that do not have valid asylum claims and 

entered without proper authorization documentation “are subject to additional long-term 

consequences beyond removal from the United States, including bars to future immigration 

benefits” (Fact Sheet, 2022).  The number of expulsions under Title 8 apprehensions (detaining 

individuals) and Title 42 expulsions from October 2021 to February 2022 in the Southwest 

Border alone has been 802,638 individuals – 375,819 apprehended under Title 8 and 426,819 

expelled under Title 42, the public health provision (Nationwide Enforcement Encounters, 2022). 

With the rolling back of Title 42, Title 8 will be reimplemented and gives everyone due process 

with their cases and swiftly removes those who are ineligible, and the Remain-in-Mexico policy 

still in place –humanitarian aid organizations, especially those that provide legal aid, are going to 

have more work to do as an influx of people are expected at the border – potentially going up to 

12,000 to 18,000 individuals a day (Montoya-Galvez & O'Keefe, 2022).  

 Another religious based organization that directly helps migrants on the border is 

Frontera de Cristo and did not start to provide support to migrants. It was started to bring 

community together despite the distinctions that often divide them. Their founding scripture is 

Figure 6 - Southwest Border Apprehensions and 
Expulsions by Border Patrol. Infographic created by 
Julia Blumberg.   
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Ephesians 211, which addresses the calling from God to be in ministry together, sharing the gifts 

that God has given all of us to further the peace and the love and the justice. Migrants started 

crossing through the community from Agua Prieta, Sonora, Mexico to Douglas, Arizona. At first, 

people were giving them water from their home and helping them, but then so many kept 

crossing from Agua Prieta to Douglas that it was impossible to help them all. Some Douglas 

citizens would call Border Patrol, which made the citizens of Douglas feel awful. Frontera de 

Cristo found a way to respond to that need by having discussions about how to respond to this 

issue. They have worked to create a migrant resource center in Agua Prieta to help migrants 

expelled from the United States and created a coffee cooperative to help the economic and 

financial needs of farmers in Mexico. This coffee cooperative helps Mexicans stay on their land.   

 Organizations like Frontera de Cristo and others mentioned are stretched thin, especially 

financially. 

There are so many opportunities and possibilities to be involved in cultivating 

community, in our financial community, that sometimes we might not have the human 

resources the sufficient human resources or financial support sources to be able to do all 

that we'd like to be able to do.  

This sentiment that Mark Adams shared holds true to other organizations as well that it is 

hard to do it all, especially when the financial backing is not there. They do not have the finances 

always to help or take every action they want to do or help every organization that requests 

funding from No More Deaths. No More Deaths does have a larger budget to work with, but it is 

not enough to fund every group or organization doing this humanitarian work. Then, the decision 

comes on how else they can help aside from financially – Frontera de Cristo holds prayer vigils 

to pray for migrants on their journey and to honor those who have died by reading their names 
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out loud. These organizations are challenging attacks of migrants in the media, the powerful 

state, and are navigating their own privilege to do this humanitarian work.  

In conclusion, the smaller organizations are searching for donations, help, and resources 

in the work they are doing throughout the United States and the world as they are not afforded 

the same governmental support as larger international organizations, like the United Nations 

High Commissioner for Refugees. These individuals, within these organizations, provide water, 

basic needs, donations to shelters, and hope that some change politically can come of their 

humanitarian aid efforts. For transnational or transcontinental chains of care to emerge these 

organizations need to be able to engage politically. The state, or government needs to be open to 

understanding why these movements keep emerging, acknowledge the atrocities and 

dehumanization caused from increased militarization, surveillance, and migration preventive 

tactics, as well as the rights that asylum seekers, refugees, and migrants have the privilege to 

seek worldwide.  
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Chapter 3: Activist Support for Migrants  

State failure to support the organizations that help migrants adds an extra strain on the 

individuals who work or volunteer at these organizations. André Grahle (2019) focuses on the 

question of “What states owe refugees?” in his argument activism and volunteerism (p.149). He 

argues that there has been extensive research on the relationship between refugees and the state, 

but the reality of the on groundwork and responsibilities between refugees, non-governmental 

workers, and activists or volunteers is insufficiently researched (Grahle 2019). He also defines 

volunteers and activists in refugee support and states that “a volunteer tends to be a person who 

intends to act, without remuneration, in some suitable context to the concrete benefit of refugees 

given the general structural conditions under which the latter have to move or live” (Grahle, 

2019, p.151). What activities volunteers will undertake may be related to translation services, 

helping prepare and serve food, and teaching English on the border (Grahle, 2019). On the other 

hand, Grahle defines an activist as:  

 A person who is committed to some form of political struggle aimed at the improvement 

of the structural conditions under which refugees have to move through or live in (one of) 

these countries of (potential) arrival. What comes to mind instantly are the struggles for 

safe passage and for open borders, the struggles against refugee detention and 

deportation, against camps and segregative city structures, and in general opposition to 

the prevailing tendencies of states to respond to displacement crises by way of restricting 

asylum laws to such an extent as to effectively criminalise flight (Grahle, 2019, p. 151).  

My interview participants could fit under the volunteer or activist community as they 

want to see some change in the treatment of migrants more broadly and hope that one day the 

laws are not so restrictive by the state. They are working hard to raise awareness of the atrocities, 
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whether it is putting crosses in the desert, dropping water in the desert, preparing food, opening 

new resource centers, or volunteering at shelters on the border. As I argue here, Grahle argues:  

In the absence of a properly functioning international system of refugee protection, 

ground relationships are often the best available source of resistance against injustices 

committed, or likely to be committed, by the state (or a union of states) against refugees. 

They are, positively, a place of voicing claims in favour of an improvement of the 

refugees’ living conditions, including their legal status; negatively, they are a natural 

source of spontaneous or organised protest coercive state policies (2019, p.151).  

These volunteers or activists use their white privilege, or rather privilege in general, to 

help migrants. As I mentioned in the introduction, I am an activist in helping provide care to 

migrants, have taken a participatory approach in this research, and use my white privilege to 

speak up about the demonization of migrants.  

The term “White Savior Industrial Complex” was coined by Teju Cole as the power of 

white people, or Westerners, coming to Africa and validating their privilege for their benefit, and 

bringing little change or guidance from what these individuals need. As Jordan Flaherty puts it, 

“you want to help others but are not open to guidance from those you want to help” (Flaherty et 

al., 2017). As Cole mentions, Flaherty et al. (2017) also address that “Saviors fundamentally 

believe they are better than the people they are saving” (pp.2). These individuals who volunteer 

or work to support migrants on the border think critically about this notion regarding white 

privilege and white saviorism, and often think critically how they can use their privilege to speak 

up about the injustices. That can influence others to speak up and do the same. I argue that 

volunteers and workers of these organizations are using their privilege to speak up for the 

dehumanization of migrants and policies that continue to place them in the “exotic other” and in 
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dangerous situations (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001, p. 76, Nielsen, 2017, p.122). W.E.B. Dubois 

uses the term whiteness to explain race and the racial hierarchy:  

Du Bois conceptualizes whiteness as a privileged position of social standing that has 1) 

afforded white workers a public and psychological wage compensating them for their low 

economic wages; and 2) formed the basis of a cross-class, political alliance uniting white 

workers and capitalists against black workers (black slaves included). More generally, he 

maintains that whiteness has historically functioned as a mechanism of power for 

recruiting white workers to police and reinforce the economic exploitation of black 

workers (Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2017).  

Power is afforded to white U.S. ctizens, based on their race, especially males and places 

all other racial minorities below them on the racial hierarchy like the implementation of the 

Spanish caste system in Europe.  

 White women are placed below white men, and always need to be “pure” or follow the 

guidance of men (as in the nuclear family): "the problem for White women is that their privilege 

is based on accepting the image of goodness, which is powerlessness" (Jensen, 2005, p. 170). 

Now, women are fighting back against the powerlessness and often run these cross-border 

humanitarian organizations in the U.S. context or have a larger role in them. However, to have 

this opportunity to take these risks and be accepted into society took years of work and 

movements, and that same anger from the women suffrage movement in the 20th century can be 

carried over to some sense of understanding and fear for what migrants’ face in this position of 

powerlessness. However, U.S. citizens in general can only get a glimpse of understanding of 

what migrants’ experience in the United States. This power structure and privilege that white 

U.S. citizens are afforded should be acknowledged but also can be a powerful tool to raise 
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awareness of the dehumanization and racism migrants face daily as a resistance to injustice. 

(Jensen, 2005). It is important to note that not all activists are white and not all U.S. citizens can 

actively resist injustices.  

White women with U.S. citizenship can relate their own feelings of oppression and 

perhaps reflect on how that impacts ethnic and citizenship status minorities, as well. This anger 

was rooted in justice before and can be carried over into resistance happening to migrants, 

specifically those who take the time learn and educate themselves on these issues:  

Here’s what I think white people need emotionally: Less fear, less abstract guilt, more 

anger. Less fear of ourselves and more risk-taking. Less guilt about things we didn’t do 

or can’t change and more action about things we did and can change. More righteous 

anger. Not self-righteousness, but righteous anger rooted in a commitment to justice, the 

kind of anger rooted in a commitment to justice, the kind of anger that helps us shed our 

fears and let go of our unproductive guilt. The kind of anger that can help us find our 

place and our voice in social movements seeking justice. The kind of anger that comes 

from desperation when we realize how powerful an oppressive system is, how deep are 

the injuries it causes, how destructive it is to everyone’s lives including the privileged 

(Jensen, 2005, p.58).   

Just as men can address the patriarchal hierarchy, white U.S. citizens can develop an 

understanding and knowledge of the migrant experience and the oppression they face during 

their journey, during the asylum process or deportation proceedings, and after being deported to 

their home, staying in the U.S. as an undocumented worker, or gaining asylum or refugee status 

in a given country (Thompson, 1995). Practices of care are also embedded in this hierarchy, as 

Jasbir K. Puar (2017) conceptualizes: “Is a transversal practice of care even possible beyond 
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supremacy or hierarchies of some kind, seeing as humanitarianism relies on the power to 

intervene (p.139; Pallister-Wilkins, 2021)?” 

 Learning from mistakes, especially in an activist setting is crucial and to be able to 

acknowledge those mistakes and one’s own privilege when working to combat injustices is also 

important: “Reading stories of other activists going through similar challenges was so 

helpful...Rather than viewing the shortcomings of my activist effort as a personal failure, I could 

place them into this larger framework and draw lessons about how people, organizations, and 

movements develop, learn, and grow from mistakes as part of the process of working for change 

(Crass, 2013, p. 14; Bosco, 2019, p. 20).  

 Belle Case La Follette, a white woman and advocate during the suffragist movement, also 

fought “against racially segregated government offices in 1913 and 1914” and addresses how 

white people can participate in the fight for justice, specifically racial justice (Unger, 2020). 

Though she did not have a legal right to vote, she used her privilege to address and speak out 

against racial injustice, and she fought alongside African Americans to combat racial injustice: 

White expressions of solidarity today will ring hollow if not followed up by the kind of 

meaningful and persistent action modeled by Belle La Follette in exposing and attacking 

racism. As her efforts and failures show, this won’t be a quick or easy fight, but 

whiteness enables allies in this struggle to push in ways that African Americans 

sometimes cannot without disproportionate risk. That was Belle La Follette’s secret — 

she used white privilege to fight against it (Unger, 2020).  

Solidarity could be insignificant if privilege is not used to combat the struggles migrants, 

especially LGTBQ+ individuals and migrants of color face. Scott Warren, a volunteer with No 

More Deaths, was arrested in 2018 for helping migrants with first aid, food, and shelter 
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(Aguilera, 2021), he took those risks and went the extra mile to use his white privilege to speak 

out and help migrants. This got the attention of so many people, as Jim Marx, a volunteer with 

No More Deaths, noted and it caused the donations to No More Deaths to increase. Scott Warren 

was found not guilty in a retrial on the counts of giving sanctuary to and transporting 

undocumented migrants. Other volunteers or humanitarians have been charged with 

misdemeanors and could deter people from providing humanitarian aid to avoid prosecution, 

what the government wants to see happen. A quote from Warren’s lead attorney in the Time 

article emphasizes the way that humanitarians are putting their privilege aside and risking their 

lives to combat injustices (Aguilera, 2021). The work does not stop with these criminal 

proceedings towards those helping with the humanitarian aid efforts, and the humanitarians 

know the risk involved in this work. 

I went hiking to drop water at water drop sites with a group of Tucson Samaritans, 

including Barry Gosling, in the Fall of 2021. They usually stop 

at about 3 or 4 water drop sites a day to check the conditions of 

water jugs left previously and leave more if it a heavy 

trafficked area or if there is no more water. Often each site has 

a blanket, and canned food, like Vienna sausages, will also be 

left. Gosling has set off Border Patrol motion sensors and will 

come back from hiking to see a Border Patrol Agent waiting 

for his group, realizing its humanitarians and not migrants. 

They hike during the entire year, and during the hottest 

months, which can be challenging. They do the toughest hike 

Figure 7 – Barry Gosling, longtime Tucson Samaritan 
volunteer, takes notes on the number of water jugs at 
a water drop site and if they have damage or if water 
has been consumed.  



 Blumberg 66 

first to a water drop station, then do shorter hikes after the longest and when I went, we went to a 

distant canyon:  

When we're out there in the summer, and it's over 100 degrees, and we're lugging water 8 

pounds a jug, and we sweat, and we trip on rocks, and we get scratched by things. I keep 

thinking. This is tough. How do they do it? Especially if they go in at night. I think you 

went down to the 516 water drop and in a distant Canyon. And remember how rocky that 

was? Can you imagine walking through there at night? And they can't use they typically 

don't use lights, because that's going to make it very obvious for an aircraft to find them. 

Migrants walk through overgrown bushes, get attacked by cacti, and helping Gosling and his 

team with water drops was a small glimpse of the terrain they walk through. This humanizes the 

border reality, to experience, see, and know what these people walk through daily is not shared 

or discussed as often as it should be, and I have that privilege to share my experience. Barry said 

it would be a short hike to the canyon that ended up being a lot of miles and I left my water back 

in the car. Stepping on rock after rock hurt my feet, I fell about 10 times, was carrying 3 jugs of 

water in a backpack, and was wearing long pants and a long shirt to protect myself from the 

desert nature and cacti spikes that still that is all over my clothes. Now, to imagine myself doing 

this at night when I can’t see the rocks, use a light to guide myself, and avoiding detection. Being 

able to conduct participant observation, helped me understand how increasingly difficult the trek 

is for migrants that walk through the desert every day. It is another difficult and dangerous part 

of their journey.  

 This is what Barry shared about hiking through the desert and how it puts one in the 

shoes of a migrant, but it also has one think about the privilege they have to be able to go home 

in the air conditioning, sit in a chair, and watch TV after a long day of hiking. Yet, he does this 
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work and can see the results of how they have helped people and create some sense of safety or 

protecting for migrants along their journey despite the unjust policies migrants are subject to:  

I remember one day; this goes back a couple of years. It was summer it was rough. I went 

home, open the door, went into my air-conditioned house, had a cup of coffee, a glass of 

wine, propped my feet up and got ready to go swimming pool to cool off. And I was just 

overcome by this feeling. You know, it just kind of rolled over me. Here I am relaxing 

with a drink and a swimming pool and air conditioning. And I was just down there, where 

people are dying. They've got nothing. The inequity of the whole situation is terrible. You 

know, I mean, it's hard to believe we're that close to a crisis. Look what we've got here 

and look what they don't have.  

Barry often reflects on this privilege he has to go home after a long day of hiking through 

the desert. A wave of emotions rush over him about is he doing the right thing to help against 

these injustices, how is this difficult situation that these people are thrust into is allowed. Yet 

there is still no support from the state that allows these policies and anti-immigrant rhetoric that 

kill people for seeking their basic rights. Gosling and the Tucson Samaritans do not get involved 

politically, likening themselves to the Red Cross, and it could have something to do with the 

backlash from the state, Border Patrol Agents, or other actors:  

We don't get real involved as a group, we don't get real involved in the political aspects 

of this, we look at ourselves as like being the Red Cross, you know, your people are in 

need. They're dying. We're just trying to help people. That's, that's doing what we can do. 

changing people's hearts and minds around the country is pretty impossible.  

Getting involved in these matters politically seems to be unnecessary, Gosling feels that 

no change will come no matter how much one knocks at their door is the perspective. Alongside 
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other Samaritans, he puts energy into something that helps the migrants rather than waiting for 

the state to step up and make changes that is has not done for years and fails to recognize as 

important. A water jug in the desert can be the difference between life and death. Picking up a 

rosary at the water drop site can give a migrant the faith and hope to keep pushing against the 

strict policies. Whether small or big, these individuals help migrants, and they are speaking out 

against the injustices indirectly. They are not going to stop hiking through the desert and 

dropping water. Even if there is a policy changes, there is not a lot of faith among humanitarians 

that these policy changes will be held up or help the migrants. This work will continue. 

Throughout the pandemic, Gosling and other Samaritans persevered and continue to drop water 

as it does not stop with the lock down or with deterring people under Title 42.  

 Dora Rodriguez, a migrant herself, migrated here at the 

height of Civil War in El Salvador as mentioned in Chapter 1. She 

went to college, got married, and had kids. Then she found strength 

in helping others and helping Salvadoran people fleeing El 

Salvador. It was only 5 or 6 years ago that Dora felt comfortable 

sharing her story, which helps her process her journey. She uses 

her privilege as a documented immigrant to tell migrants about the 

dangers and the right they have to move, but also wants migrants to be aware of the dangers they 

are subject to every step of the way - ranging from the coyotes, who many pay to bring them to 

the border, the corruption, and the dangerous terrain they will inevitably cross as some examples:  

I like to work with students from my country from El Salvador, and I have done 

presentations with my journey and my experience in trying to educate these kids, you 

know, the dangers, the atrocities of this journey. At the end of the day, it's their decision 

Figure 8 - Gail Kocourek and Dora Rodriguez at 
Casa de la Esperanza Resource Center in Sasabe, 
Sonora, Mexico. Photo by Julia Blumberg. 
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to cross, to come to take on that journey, it's their choice, but at least they know 

something about, you know, and we do a lot of awareness in our resource center too. That 

awareness that we do there is tremendous with our migrants because most of them say, 

I'm going to try it again. And why they won't they? I mean, they pay 5,000 to $10,000 

already to this person, you know, from the organized crime, so they have to try. Yeah. 

Yeah. So, it's a lot. So that's our mission, you know, to be present, really, in support. 

Many people who try to come to the United States-Mexico border hire a coyote, someone 

who smuggles migrants across the U.S.-Mexico border. Migrants are exploited by them and 

spend much of their life savings to leave and get to the border. They will keeping trying even if 

they do not make it the first time because they put so much money to cross the U.S.-Mexico 

Border. Dora and other humanitarians provide support to migrants to help them understand the 

journey.   

Dora uses her story to raise awareness and teach migrants about what they will face 

coming here and face when they are here due to the anti-immigrant rhetoric and the policies put 

in place by the government to deter mass migration. She did not have someone to help her 

understand the journey but sharing her story and helping them understand the dangers of the 

desert will help migrants make their own decision about coming here, but it is not her place to 

stop them or tell them not come. Migrants often are not aware of what they will inevitably be 

subject to on their journey, and she helps them understand the different facets of the journey and 

helps them after they have made it to the United States to get on their feet.  

Dora is using her privilege to respond to the needs of the community as well as of the 

migrants. This humanitarian effort can’t be done without the support of the community. When 

she opened Casa de la Esperanza Resource Center in Sasabe, Sonora, Mexico alongside Gail 
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Kocourek, to help migrants passing through this border town - She got the community involved 

from day one. They are the ones who understand the strong cartel presence and the way the town 

operates:  

We hired four women; they are local women. And I don't say I hire because I tell them, 

they're part of our team. And I am just behind supporting them, you know, but they're 

willing to be there and we give them some stipend, financial support, so they can help us. 

So, we have four women that they get paid and all of this is based on donation. None of 

us gets paid. I don't ever want to get paid, because to me it's my mission. 

Gender roles surrounding Ecologies of Migrant Care is something else to consider as 

women have increased roles in these organizations as exemplified by what Rodriguez said above. 

It is something that has not always been the case. It used to be a lot of men, but now it is men 

and women doing the work. Some of the women are still in those traditional roles of educating 

others as a teacher, or cooking, and others are doing the same jobs as men. It’s also about 

community these women understand the community, help with quilting projects in the 

community, and know how to operate within the community to keep the migrants safe and keep 

the resource running. They must be weary of the cartel and help the migrants by providing them 

with a place to shower, get medicine, clothing, sleeping, getting food, but they also hold art 

projects for children, migrant children, and those in the community.  

Salvavision has grown exponentially since it started in 2016 to help Salvadoran refugees. 

The donations they have received opened this new resource center that is for migrants and the 

Sasabe community. Dora understands the need to get the community involved. She puts her 

privilege and leadership aside to let these women run the resource center and responds to what 

the women think the needs are as they have a deeper understanding of life in Sasabe, Sonora, 
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Mexico. Dora takes all guidance from these Sasabe women who know the politics of the town 

and have seen the increase cartel presence and migrants left there over several years. Dora 

understands this issue is bigger than her and that other people have a better understanding of the 

situation in each town just as she does with the issues in El Salvador or in Tucson, Arizona.   

As Jensen (2005) argues, risks need to be taken and it’s also necessary to let anger fuel 

one’s ability to fight back against injustices that impact everyone. Dora channels her resistance 

to injustice into her work to fight against the state and the oppressive policies and anti-immigrant 

rhetoric. She hopes that one day things will change. She uses her voice that she once lost to 

speak out against the atrocities migrants face and educate others around the country. However, 

she still must tread carefully as there are many that do not believe in helping migrants. For 

example, Dora and other humanitarian workers used to put Samaritans signs on their car. They 

removed them because of the militia men near Sasabe and Nogales who do not agree with their 

mission and pose a potential threat. Humanitarians, volunteers, and activists are taking the risks 

to help migrants and using their privilege to do that without recognition. They have the 

opportunity and ability to do some without being deported for speaking out.  

 As mentioned in Chapter 1, a new organization called Samaritanos Sin Fronteras formed 

to help shelters in Mexico. One of the members of this organization, Jan St. Peters, resides in 

Washington for half the year. She points out that there can internal strife in the shelters, but her 

new group formed to respond to the needs of those in charge of migrant shelters in Mexico: “We 

don't get involved in the decisions of the shelters. We don't tell them what to do. We don't tell 

them what we think they need”, Jan states. It is about helping and using the accessible resources 

to help migrants and the people at shelters who are struggling to make ends meet. As Dora 
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emphasized, Jan also states that the forming relationships and responding to the needs of the 

community are an integral part to the humanitarian effort:  

A lot of what we do, when, as part of are those of us that go down there is, it really is 

friendship with the people there. We just really believe that just dropping things off and 

leaving is not how we like to do things. We like to become friends with the people there.  

The community aspect of humanitarian aid is so important, individuals who work or 

volunteer at these organizations are seeking to help and respond to the needs of the community 

and the needs of migrants, something that if done on a global scale could create effective policy 

change. They form bonds with the people they meet and have these tough conversations about 

their privilege that create a sense of solidarity with their own path and the path they are on now 

to all respond to the needs of migrants who have no one else to help them to provide support.  

These networks of friendship and community emerge into a larger coalition that help 

migrants and help organizations, shelters, and individuals better support the needs that the state 

continuously fails to provide, and use their privilege to help but also do not overstep in 

supporting these shelters or in the decisions that are ultimately made by the organization or 

shelter: “And we should not be telling them, oh, you should do this, or you need that. We just 

tried to wait for them to ask us for what they need. And then we respond to that.” St. Peters 

comes to Ajo during the winter months, often with many clothing donations and shoes for the 

shelters where she volunteers. The work does not stop for her when she goes back to 

Washington, St. Peters educates others about her work in Ajo and Sonoyta just as she was taught 

about immigration issues when she came to Arizona for the first time. It is a chain of care, 

raising awareness of the border reality, and counteracting against the policies and media that 

place these individuals in the “other” and are stripped of their dignity.  
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Rebecca Fowler, administrative assistant with Humane Borders an organization also 

provides water for migrants in large barrels also gravels with her privilege and this line of work 

helps her to unpack her position and privilege: “I'm still peeling away layers of my own 

privilege. You know, I still see how, you know, I'm still unlearning some of the stuff that I was 

taught in this society, you know.” Rebecca, like so many others working as humanitarians, work 

to combat their own privilege and understanding the privilege white people are afforded to be 

able to avoid being profiled by Border Patrol Agents when driving through a checkpoint and not 

knowing the experience of being stripped of dignity when a Border Patrol Agent checks a person 

of colors’ license or passport because they are not afforded the same privileges as white people:  

Oh, but I get to go back into my car and turn on the heater or turn on the AC and cross 

through those Border Patrol checkpoints and, and most of our volunteers are white or 

white people of privilege. And the Border Patrol, just wave us through, you know. And 

so, I think that there's that kind of, you know, introspection and reflection to one 

privilege, and why should people have to suffer that way? Why aren't the policies 

different? 

There are several border patrol check points. There are several border patrol check points. 

The driver stops at the stop sign and a border patrol agent inspects the person and car, asks if the 

occupants are citizens (often do not specify a U.S. citizen) and waves the person on. In my 

experience, this process is easier for travelers who are perceived as white. If someone is 

Honduran but has a green card, they still may subject to a search of their vehicle and additional 

questions. This example above about profiling is Fowler coming to terms with her own privilege 

and sharing a sentiment about how people, even if here legally, are still subjected to racial 

profiling and unjust treatment. This profiling happens daily and is part of the process of 
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dehumanizing people, even if they have documented status, on the ground and leads many to 

reflect on their own privilege, and how their privilege can be used to amplify the voice of those 

who do not have this agency, as well as respond to their needs. Thoughts run through many of 

their heads about if their work makes any difference, and Jim Marx, volunteer for No More 

Deaths, shared a story with me that reflects the difference being made and how humanitarians 

can learn from them:  

The story I like to tell myself, mostly, because I just get discouraged sometimes. Is about 

a pile of starfish on the ocean shore, and some guy was walking by and watching this 

other fellow take up a starfish one at a time and throw them back into the ocean. And the 

guy says, you know what, it's just not going to matter to the starfish, because you're never 

going to save them all. The guy turns around and looks at me says, well, it matters to this 

starfish. It may be a terrible metaphor story for what we're dealing with here. I would say 

that our brothers and sisters who are migrating have taught us more than we will ever, 

ever teach them. Or they've given more than we will ever give them. You know, I'm just 

thinking about those five Guatemalans, 344 men and a woman that I met last week, last 

Tuesday who are going back home, I mean, they were just beat up. I mean, beat up from 

the experiences of being in the desert. And, you know, to be in their presence. And, you 

know, just reminding myself except for an accident birth, that's me. It’s humbling.  

As Marx emphasizes above, anyone could be subjected to violence, threatened, facing 

civil conflict, environmental issues so badly to the point that they need to leave their country.  

Marx shares this story to show that a little help can go a long way, helping one person can help 

their family hear from them again, help them live, and Marx shares that they save and teach him 

more than he believes he does for them. He argues it is not about saving, but about putting 
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ourselves in their shoes – the criminalization they face, the racial profiling these people are 

subject to, and the arduous journey they must go through for a basic right to move and yet are 

still dehumanized even when they have legal status, or are here on a work visa, or are 

undocumented – no matter the path – they are constantly deprived of their basic rights and are 

dehumanized in many different ways in the process of seeking a better life, as Marx emphasizes 

as well.   

 Alvaro Enciso, a local Tucson artist that memorializes migrants’ death and he also 

migrated here from Colombia, addresses the complicity people allow if they do not help or use 

their privilege to help the humanitarian crisis on the border:  

It's important to me because it's part of my life. I came here as a migrant. And for many 

years, I had nothing to do with migrants because, you know, I was busy, in academia and 

in the government and doing all kinds of things. So now it's my opportunity to go back 50 

years later, to reconnect and make sense of my life. And at the same time do something 

that I hope makes people aware that what we have here is a very serious humanitarian 

crisis that we cannot let you know that we cannot continue - we are all employees, you 

know, we're all complicit. You know, that, if we don't do anything, we're being part of it. 

You know? How could you know? How could we get to the point where they are using 

the desert as a killing weapon? You know, is, but that was intended. I mean, that was the 

idea. The idea was that they funnel people through the most difficult parts of the desert 

knowing that they were going to be a lot of casualties, and that they thought it was going 

stop the migration, going to deter it, but they never understood the desperation of being 

poor. They never understood that this is the only option that they have. You know? 
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Because if you don't make this trip, you may die out there, you'll starve to death, or your 

children will.  

For a long time, Alvaro did not come to terms with his identity as a migrant and he now 

is going back to express his thoughts and feelings with through art and memorializing the lives of 

migrants who died in the desert through crosses. He does not want to be complacent in not doing 

anything for migrants, like so many are, and being poor is a crime in this case that works against 

so many people to deter them to come here. The state does not have a grasp or understanding of 

the desire to have something in this world and to despair that comes with it when you have to 

leave the only place they know to increase one’s chances of survival and hope. Migrants are 

stripped of their dignity in their homeland, they have no choice but to leave or they could be 

murdered, and the risk is greater if they stay and submit themselves to death. They have no 

choice but to leave, and continue to be stripped of the rights, basic needs, and human qualities as 

they make the trek to come to the United States are another border and may be deported back 

where they are subject to this judgement for leaving their homeland.  

His intention was to make a marker to signify what has happened to many people in the 

desert, where a tragedy took place. Enciso states that his was conflicted with how to put this idea 

across:   

In an artistic way without the sentimentality, without the religious aspect of it, you know, 

and trying to say it without this 19th century idea that the migrants are these little 

creatures that they need the help of the gringos and you know, all of that shit that is old-

fashioned and, you know, and in that process, they take their dignity away from the 

migrants and, and so I needed to do something that will appeal to me that I will want to 

do.  
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Alvaro stresses the importance of white saviorism and privilege in this quote. Migrants 

do not have the ability to make requests to changes in policies, ask for a decrease in surveillance 

on the border, or ask for basic needs out in the desert, they need help from all fronts. On the 

political front, on the organization front, and on the humanitarian front – their life, hope and 

dignity are taken away from them. What Alvaro, like others, is using his art to speak out against 

the injustices migrants face and using his own privilege and freedom that he has grappling and 

trying to understand to do so. What can U.S. people who have the means to support do? Work. 

Follow the needs of migrants. Raise awareness of these using their voice and privilege, but not 

act as saviors and work in tandem with the organizations and the needs of migrants – water, first 

aid, food, and shelter. White U.S. citizens can work to process their privilege and how they are 

implicit in the dehumanization of migrants, which could help the humanitarian crisis on the 

border.  

 Migrants are constantly being put in a box and can’t break the chains to show they are 

like everybody else, as Alvaro points out: “These are people just like us, the same feelings, and 

the same emotions. And they have the same plans and the same hopes and everything that they 

need no different, that they have been demonized.” Alvaro, a documented migrant from 

Colombia, broke out of the box to be free and embrace his identity. Migrants are educators, 

nurses, farmers, and so much more, yet they are given the same right to be shown as they are in 

the media and Enciso uses his privilege as a documented immigrant to raise awareness of the 

demonization of the migrants and how it causes loss and death in the desert and elsewhere. 

Through his art and expression, people can form their own opinions from and start those 

conversations about the demonization of migrants on the border that emerges out of the racism of 

people and the inhumane policies of the state.  
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Rev Dr. Delle McCormick, a minister and volunteer at Casa Alitas Welcome Center in 

Tucson, things about the call to show up and that “Mary Magdalene was the Saint of showing up. 

And that's what we're called to do.” She is called to show up and help migrants with first aid, 

understanding their fears, helping them in any way possible. She, as others have and will do, is 

working to filling in the hole left by the state and fighting against the unjust policies created to 

deter migration as well as taking that responsibility a step further, to create change and put 

privilege to the side to help:  

I've had people call me who are starving for who were so sick and could not get medical 

care. And there was nothing I could do. It shouldn’t be that way. It shouldn't be that way. 

The policies that we have put in place in their country so that we can exploit their natural 

and unnatural resources, and their human resources. And then we also exploit them when 

they come here. 

As Delle shares, migrants come her sometimes on labor contracts, especially farmers in 

Mexico and are exploited for their work, paid minimally, and then are sent back when their 

work is no longer needed. Sufficient medical is not provided to them through these menial 

jobs, even after they gain status in the United States. These policies continue to impact the 

livelihood of migrants daily and they are not afforded the same rights that they should be 

under law as U.S. citizens. Delle also emphasizes, as noted further above with the example of 

Scott Warren being charged for providing humanitarian aid to migrants, is that humanitarians 

risk going to jail and maybe do not risk their lives, but they are putting themselves out there 

with an understanding of these risks:  

In Mexico we sing a song. When you go to the communion table it says you put you risk 

your life, you risk our life to go to the communion table. So, if we're following Jesus, and 
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we're going to take communion at God's table, that means that we're going to risk our 

lives one way or the other.  

Jesus died on the cross and risked himself so humankind could survive, and he helped the 

vulnerable despite his privilege, and this is what Delle believes this an example that people 

should follow. Delle risks herself for migrants, and although she may not die because – she puts 

herself out there and risks backlash for helping vulnerable people who are subjected to so much 

criminalization, dehumanization, abuse, and harassment. This community aspect that she shared 

above is important to the church and to the movement to support migrants, and risk is inherently 

involved in addressing the inhumane policies that seek to diminish migrants.  

McCormick shared a story with me that encompasses the situation on the border. She 

wanted an introduction to the shelters and see the conditions firsthand. Her friend, who worked 

at these shelters, took her to see the work they do, and they stopped at one near train tracks. She 

met 3 Honduran brothers near the train: 

They had been chased by kidnappers. And one of the men the youngest, 20 years old, fell 

down a cliff, and he landed in a tree. And they, it was dark, but there were dogs after 

them. It was raining, and they found him. And they pulled him out of the tree, and they 

laid down in the rain. And the dogs came and just sniffed them and then ran off. So, they 

were saved. 

McCormick kept in touch with them, and they were attacked again, and were sent back to 

Honduras. One of the brothers called McCormick again saying he was in Texas with another 

Honduran and was in the house of a former Border Patrol Agent who had just retired. The agent 

let him sleep on his porch and McCormick drove him 200 miles outside from where they were.  
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So, I took him about 200 miles, I said, this is as far as I can take you. I've got to get back 

to Tucson. I left him in a bosque in the woods, pouring down rain. The guy walked to a 

gas station, somebody found him there, took him to their home, gave him money, got him 

a bus ticket, dropped him off at the bus station and got him to Austin, Texas, where he 

had a job waiting. Now, that doesn't happen with everybody or most people, but we can 

all do something when the opportunity comes up. 

Just as McCormick works tirelessly to help migrants and provide them with care, she 

believes it is something every single person could do. Everyone can do something to help, 

whether it’s getting in a car and driving to help a migrant just as she did, donating clothing, food, 

dropping water in the desert, opening migrant shelters where there is a clear need for them, 

reading the news, having these hard conversations about our privilege. There is something 

everyone can do. We have the opportunity and privilege to be educated, learn about the human 

right abuses, and use that as a foundation to aid and give agency to these individuals who are 

bleeding out because of what is happening in their home country, during their trek to what 

should be a safer place, and still facing this through asylum proceedings and maltreatment even 

when they are permitted to stay in the United States or elsewhere.   

 Considering the ability to get angry and white people needed to stop feeling guilty and to 

act, Mark Adams, US Coordinator at Frontera De Cristo, a cross border ministry in Agua Prieta, 

Sonora, Mexico, and Douglas, Arizona, discusses how this organization has created this coalition 

that allows people whose voice are not normally heard to speak and have agency (Jensen, 2005). 

Mark states:  

We also are the anchor organization of the Southern Border Communities Coalition, 

which is an advocacy group advocating for a new vision for the border, it's defined by 
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counter opportunity and hope. And so, we work on cultivating relationships with our 

elected officials, inviting them to hear a broader group of voices from the border, that that 

aren't just the loud voices that they typically would hear because those loud voices are 

going to kind of make their voice known, but to hear from educators and health care 

people, and, you know, faith folks and other folks who just typically wouldn't, you know, 

be loud and angry, but who are doing mainly humanitarian work.   

Elected officials work for the people and Adams believes in bringing their communities 

concerns to them to teach them about the reality, and gives the voice to people who are not heard 

that are doing the border work to help migrants –  sharing what the doctors, activists, 

humanitarians, nurses, educators do on the border is one step to bring awareness of the border 

reality to change the policy at least on a county or state level. This is something that has been 

effective for Frontera De Cristo in seeing change in Agua Prieta and Sonoyta, Sonora, Mexico.   

This coalition brings together elected officials who work to implement the policies of the 

larger government to listen to the people on the ground and what they are seeing with this large 

humanitarian movement and it could spark some change – but these conversations are starting to 

happen with elected officials who are elected by the people and for the people and should be 

open to discussions about their role in the dehumanization of migrants, the passing of the 

inhumane policies, and how they can work with their community to create change or understand 

the issues. They are responding to the needs of the community and working to use their voice 

and privilege to bring awareness and understanding about the on the ground efforts of 

humanitarian aid and support for migrants.  

Shifting gears to the legal side of immigration, Philip Rody, works with the Detention 

Act and Response Team (DART) to help provide free legal advice to adults and children 
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detained in Arizona detention facilities. The legal system and the policies are stacked against 

these individuals, and it is their job to not give these people false hope and make them aware of 

the realities: 

That’s one strategy that I think is important - making those boundaries and keeping 

expectations accurate, because I think the worst thing that we could do is give people 

false hope. That's something that I think a lot of us are very cognizant of is, you know, 

we never tell people what their chances are, because we simply don't know, we have a lot 

of people ask, you know, what are the chances of my asylum claim being approved? Or 

do I have a good asylum claim? And, you know, those are really difficult questions to 

answer, because a lot of things in immigration law are discretionary. And based on who 

you're in front of, and, you know, sometimes even how the judges feeling that day, it can 

lead to a very different outcome.   

Expressing the reality of the situation to the migrants is vital but can be hard to 

communicate to them as the policies and system are complicated as Philip shares. The judge 

ultimately makes the decision, and these decisions could come down to not the actual credible 

fear migrants have, but simply if the judge is in a kind mood, which should not be the reality and 

destroys the effectiveness of the legal system if the refugee policies and laws are not followed 

and the court decision is based on the mood of the judge. Philip, and others who work for the 

DART team, don’t want to give migrants a false reality about their asylum case, but they work to 

help them understand the difficulty of the court system and the asylum process. In the case of 

immigration lawyers and providing legal advice, their hands are often tied in terms of how much 

they can share and how much they can help due to the policies in place by the government and 

legal system, but they are still using their voice to help these migrants and respond to their needs, 
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answer their questions, and work to change the system. Philip also shared the ways people can 

get involved:  

I think there's so many ways people can get involved with helping asylum seekers, 

whether it be a community organization, or whether you're a doctor and you donate your 

time to do evaluations or info you say you got a PhD and you're an expert on country 

conditions. I feel like almost anyone can get involved in this line of work and really make 

a powerful difference.  

Philip has used his privilege as white male to get a Juris Doctor and work to better the 

situation for migrants through legal support. Just as Philip is doing, many have the privilege to 

choose to help and make a difference – and use their privilege to help migrants on the border 

whether through vaccinations, first aid, water dropping, raising money, helping with events, 

protesting, and most importantly listening and following the needs of the migrant community 

who are not given agency or a voice.  

In conclusion, these humanitarians, volunteers, activists, or artists use their privilege to 

work towards a better place for migrants to move and to support them when the policies are 

stacked against them. They are afforded this agency to be able to provide humanitarian aid daily. 

Activists like Dora Rodriguez or Alvaro Enciso, who have this agency through documented 

status in the United States, use it to raise awareness of the injustices migrants face, especially 

that with the depiction of them as criminals and doing something wrong due to the inhumane 

policies set forth by the United States, the hand they have in Mexico doing the same work to 

combat mass migration. Many of my interview subjects feel they must tread carefully and are 

trying to put their privilege aside to help and are not just trying to take over the work that many 

have worked on for years. They are adding an extra set of hands to help with the movement to 
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end mass incarceration/deportation/detention and end the dehumanization of these people that is 

a global issue and bigger than just one organization, state, nation, and continent. At the end of 

the day, these humanitarians work to change perceptions, start conversations about migration 

related issues, and use their agency and privilege with the hope that one day the migrants will 

have agency and no longer be subject to the inhumane treatment these people do not deserve. 
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Conclusion 

What is happening on the border separating the United States and Mexico is a microcosm 

of the reality that is occurring worldwide. 82.4 million were forcibly displaced towards the end 

of 2020 based on credible fear of persecution, conflict, war, or the violation of basic human 

rights (UNHCR Flagship Reports, 2021). Reviewing the literature, the emergence of activists, 

faith communities, and private organizations to support migrants is a global phenomenon. The 

neoliberal policies of today means care and support for migrants must shift on a larger scale.  

According to the Department of Homeland Security (2022), as of March 29, 2022, 7,101 

migrants cross the U.S-Mexico border each day (Fact sheet, 2022; Montoya-Galvez & O'Keefe, 

2022). With the influx of migrant crossers, the role organizations play in every stage of a 

migrant’s journey is substantial. It takes many communities, organizations, and individuals to 

come together to provide humanitarian aid to migrants in the U.S. Border Context. With this 

project, I have explained historically why private organizations emerged to support migrants. I 

have demonstrated the contextual and individual challenges non-governmental organizations and 

their activists face to confront the inhumane policies enforced by the U.S. government. One 

challenge is the absence of the state within the exception of private organizations. The 

government as the enforcer of who will be given asylum or refugee status through immigration 

court or other proceedings. Employees working at these legal organizations, such as the Florence 

Project, observe the role the state plays. I also demonstrate the challenges migrants face along 

their journey to the United States-Mexico border through the lens of humanitarian aid 

organizations.  

The introduction chapter provides the historical context related to my research, the 

theoretical framework I utilize throughout this project, and an introduction to privilege and the 
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White Savior Industrial Complex. I attempt to humanize the border reality and raise awareness of 

the work humanitarian organizations and activists do, both in Mexico and Arizona, specifically 

using a solutions journalism perspective. The solution journalism perspective contrasts the way 

migrants are depicted in the news media and focuses on how activists are responding to the 

influx of migrants on the border. 

Chapter 2, titled Organizational Support for Migrants, I discuss the historical context 

surrounding the Sanctuary Movement in the 1980s among the church community and how more 

organizations formed out of this movement to help migrants. The need to protect migrants from 

succumbing to extreme elements caused organizations like No More Deaths to leave water jugs 

in high migrant traffic areas.  

Coalitions, or organizations working together, have formed to respond to migrant needs 

together as often work in tandem and these care chains that emerged from the Sanctuary 

Movement could evolve in the future on a larger scale to wage further action against inhumane 

policies worldwide. At the end of the introduction, I situate my own positionality as a researcher 

and activist for the migrant community, which is the focal part of Chapter 3 – Activist Support 

for Migrants. These U.S. citizens use their agency they are given to speak out against the 

atrocities migrants face on the border and are in favor and hopeful that one day these policies 

will change. They hope that one day migrants will no longer be subject to the horrible conditions 

and mistreatment they are subject to in the Arizona-Mexico border context. 

I thought a large part of the discussion would be surrounding gender roles in Chapter 3. 

There was some evidence of gender roles surrounding the care for migrants, as care is often (or 

has been in the past) associated with women. More women within the U.S. are taking on larger 

roles in these organizations, and this is not meant to discount the work of men. Further 
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contributions to this discussion could be made by looking further into gender roles within these 

organizations as well as the impacts of climate change in terms of migration and how that further 

complicates the work of organizations.  

Overall, lessons still need to be learned about the work the government does to violate 

basic human rights and how the private organizations can guide changes within immigration 

court. It is my hope that this research gives people a glimpse into the realities of what migrants’ 

face. This empathetic perspective could allow individuals to engage in constructive 

conversations about migration.  
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