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Abstract. The article explores the power relations between the US immigration policy and the prac-
tices of faith-based organizations at the US-Mexico border through qualitative methods. It studies 
how high-level technologies implemented at the border reduce migrants to mere targets, stripping 
them out from their human value. It also analyzes the experiences of three faith-based organizations 
located at Tijuana and San Diego to understand how their humanitarian work changes the normal 
perception of the border as a space that only serves the purpose of the State. I argue that despite of the 
violence lived almost every day at the border-heightened by the implementation of military tech-
niques- undocumented migrants can momentarily find moments of peace and justice. 
Keywords: dehumanization; faith-based organizations; militarization; technology; US-Mexico bor-
der. 

[es] La lucha de poder a lo largo de la frontera México-Estados Unidos: un 
espacio de deshumanización y de reivindicación de justicia 
 
Resumen. Este artículo explora las relaciones de poder entre la política migratoria de los Estados 
Unidos y las prácticas humanitarias de organizaciones religiosas en la frontera México-Estados Uni-
dos, a través de una metodología cualitativa. En su análisis, considera cómo las tecnologías de alto 
nivel, implementadas en la frontera para controlar los cruces irregulares, reducen a los migrantes a 
meros objetos que tienen que ser manejados, despojándolos de su valor humano. Este artículo también 
analiza las experiencias de tres organizaciones religiosas ubicadas en Tijuana y San Diego para com-
prender cómo su trabajo modifica la percepción común de la frontera como un espacio que solo sirve 
al propósito del Estado. La autora argumenta que a pesar de la violencia que se vive casi diariamente 
en la frontera, intensificada por la implementación de técnicas militares, los migrantes indocumenta-
dos pueden encontrar momentos de paz y justicia.  
Palabras clave: deshumanización; organizaciones religiosas; militarización; tecnologías; frontera 
México-Estados Unidos. 

[pt] A luta pelo poder na fronteira México-Estados Unidos: um espaço de 
desumanização e de demanda por justiça 
 
Resumo. Este artigo explora as relações de poder entre a política de imigração dos Estados Unidos e 
as práticas humanitárias de organizações religiosas na fronteira México-Estados Unidos, por meio de 
_____________ 
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uma metodologia qualitativa. Em sua análise, ele considera como as tecnologias de alto nível, imple-
mentadas na fronteira para controlar cruzamentos irregulares, reduzem os migrantes a meros objetos 
que precisam ser manuseados, tirando-os de seu valor humano. Este artigo também analisa as experi-
ências de três organizações religiosas localizadas em Tijuana e San Diego para entender como seu 
trabalho modifica a percepção comum da fronteira como um espaço que serve apenas ao propósito do 
Estado. A autora argumenta que, apesar da violência que ocorre quase diariamente na fronteira, inten-
sificada pela implementação de técnicas militares, os migrantes sem documentos podem encontrar 
momentos de paz e justiça. 
Palavras-chave: desumanização; organizações religiosas; militarização; tecnologias; fronteira Méxi-
co-Estados Unidos. 
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Introduction 

The US-Mexico border is 2,000 miles long and has 10 Border States, which repre-
sent a combined population of more than 10 million people (USEPA, 2016). Alt-
hough divided by an international border, the region has strong links connecting 
migration, tourism, environmental issues, economic ties, and family and cultural 
relationships (Villareal, 2019). Despite its potential to become an area for real co-
operation between both nations, it is a place more often characterized as a source of 
insecurity, threats and vulnerabilities. Most recently, it has become a site of milita-
rization in which the concentration of border agents and military technology has 
covered the physical territory. This practice not only shapes the visual landscape, 
the local economy and the social norms, but also opens a moral question on how 
migrants are being exposed to harsh conditions and treatment, leading to them be-
ing the subjects of abuses, human rights violations, and even death.  

The implementation of different types of security techniques, such as surveil-
lance towers, fences, and border patrol agents along the border appeared in re-
sponse to the increasing anxiety and xenophobic discourses against immigrants. 
These strategies led to profound changes on how undocumented immigration was 
portrayed in political discourses since it turned into an issue of national security. 
This response created a linkage between undocumented immigrants and the War on 
Terror, increasing the negative portrayal of the “illegal” immigrant (Pope & Garret, 
2013). After 9/11 and the change in security narratives, states enhanced the politi-
cal principle of protectors of citizens (Walters, 2004). This caused the development 
of measures intended to govern mobilities (Amoore, 2006; Bigo, 2007; Mountz, 
2011) and to assert the state’s sovereign power (Bosworth, 2008; Brown, 2017).  
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Despite the fact that diverse articles have demonstrated the seriousness of US 
responses against unauthorized migration, the use of technology as a mechanism 
itself, which serves to dehumanize immigrants, has not been given the same atten-
tion in scholarly analysis. Since high-tech methods are often unsightly, people tend 
to believe that they are less important and less intrusive. The deployment of drones 
and other surveillance techniques has had little or no public opposition from immi-
grant rights organizations, NGOs and environmental groups (Barry, 2010). Howev-
er, these same mechanisms have established a new dynamic in the area, one in 
which the human factor has been reduced in the entire border experience.  

This article aims to explore the relations of power between the Customs and 
Border Patrol (CBP) and the humanitarian practices of three faith-based organiza-
tions operating at the Tijuana-San Diego border crossing. It aims to provide a dif-
ferent perspective in which the border is not merely seen as a contentious space 
which works for the service of the state but also as one that can offer humanitarian 
grounds to civil society groups that offer moments of peace and justice to those 
trying to cross. This paper is divided in three main sections. After a short discus-
sion of how migration and border security are portrayed in the discipline of politi-
cal geography and the methods segment, the first main section will focus on con-
textualizing the US-Mexico border, explaining its militarization process and the 
Customs and Border Patrol (CBP) technology implementation in the area. The se-
cond section will analyze the policy discourses of the CBP showing how these 
constantly dehumanize migrants and prioritize the use of high-level technologies. 
The third and final section explores the role of faith-based organizations at aiding 
migrants. It also discusses how their actions give a humanitarian meaning to the 
border, countering state discourses. 

1. Migration and border security in Political Geography 

The recent decades of scholarly research in political geography have increasingly 
focused on migration and border security. The literature is relevant as it offers a 
new perspective to study how spaces become political and how power relations 
become visible when crossing strict mobility controls (Amilhat & Giraut, 2015; 
Hayes & Mason, 2013). Empirical research in political geography has shown how 
borders are proliferating and they are now encountered not only at the edge of the 
state but also in different virtual and physical spaces (Amoore, 2006; Walters, 
2006; Paasi, 2009). Various types of migration flows have been affected as border 
security had considerably increased shaping deeper complexities in political and 
social life (Johnson et al., 2011; Jones, 2016).  

Debates in the literature of border studies intensified after the 90s as globaliza-
tion changed the role of borders and the patterns of migration in the international 
arena. These patterns involved different groups of people seeking security, political 
liberties, human rights, and new education and job opportunities. These migratory 
changes are usually paired with political, social and economic developments 
around the world. For example, Sassen’s (2014) term of “expulsions” is an exam-
ple of how the current capitalist order enables the expulsion of numerous people 
from the economic and social systems through a variety of complex instruments 
from political policies to financial instruments. This in turn produce “elementary 
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brutalities”, including the displacement of large populations to refugee camps. The 
nation-states’ systematic responses towards these new mobilities include the multi-
plication of boundaries and protectionist narratives (Amilhat & Giraut, 2015). 
These narratives are also part of a major categorization between those who have 
the right to enter sovereign countries versus those who are seen as “unwelcoming 
migrants”. Thus, free movement has become a privilege for those who are deemed 
worthy and useful (Pries & Pauls, 2013). 

The changes in the international immigration system and the refugee protection 
framework around the world led to the acceptance of new strategies as elements to 
control the movement of people (Crepeau et al., 2007). Mainly after the 9/11, al-
most any action became justifiable. Security concerns were prioritized in Western 
states and among these discourses, immigration became the centerpiece of these 
debates. The US, in particular, has shown a wide variety of strategies to securitize 
their borders. For example, the presidential election of 2016 demonstrated that the 
idea of a border wall between Mexico-US is still a popular one to deter immigrants 
and to show state’s capabilities to maintain their territory safe, despite its violent 
role in controlling migrants in pervasive manners. 

2. Methodology 

Social reality and our understanding of it are messy (Salter, 2013). Thus, a single 
technique might not be sufficient to study diverse social practices, including the 
geopolitics of migration. This paper is based on multiple qualitative methods, par-
ticularly, policy research, discourse analysis and semi-instructed interviews. This 
study examines the US strategies of border security, based on high-level technolo-
gy, as contributors of violence, discrimination and the dehumanization of people 
crossing the border. The methodology consists of three sections. In the first phase, 
the author uses policy research and discourse analysis to analyze the US Borders 
and Customs Protection (CBP) narratives. The discourse analysis methodology 
allows the understanding of language used within a particular context, considering 
that no language is totally devoid of meaning (Alvesson & Karreman, 2000). 

 The analysis focuses on showing the importance given to the implementation 
of high-level technology in three of the most relevant documents of the CBP. It 
also considers the anti-immigrant discourses that have surrounded their establish-
ment. Through a critical examination of official reports, I aim to show that the US 
government has been framing the implementation of military elements as a defen-
sive action aimed to protect US citizens against the “immigrant threat”. Thus, the 
discourse analysis will shed light into narratives that marginalize and enable the 
exclusion of others through the effects of power relations (Cheek, 2004).  

In the second phase, the author conducted semi-structured interviews to under-
stand the experience and opinions of three faith-based organizations which work 
closely with undocumented migrants. Even though the aim of all interviews is to 
use questions to understand, thoughts, feelings, beliefs and behavior of people 
(Stuckey, 2013), interviews styles range widely depending on the type of research 
design. In this case, I conducted semi-structured interviews as they allow the re-
searcher to have direction in the conversation, but also flexibility to identify new 
topics and concerns that the interviewees might express (Wilson, 2012). The ques-
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tions elicit information on how the directors of these organizations perceive the US 
enforcement initiatives and how these affect immigrants crossing the US-Mexico 
border. These interviews provide an alternative perspective to that of the US gov-
ernment immigration policies, by representing the humanitarian vision and con-
cerns of the immigrant community and civil-society organizations. 

The last phase of the field research consisted in data analysis, which included 
triangulation to incorporate data from the interviews, policy review and discourse 
analysis. Triangulation is a useful method in qualitative research as it allows the 
researcher to develop a comprehensive understanding of a phenomenon using more 
than one method or data sources (Carter et al., 2014). 

The field research was completed in one of the most dynamic crossings of the 
US-Mexico border: the Tijuana-San Diego corridor. Although the corridor El Paso-
Ciudad Juarez was the first one where the Border Patrol implemented a high-level 
border control operation (“Hold the Line” in 1993), it was rapidly replicated in the 
Tijuana-San Diego border crossing with the “Operation Gatekeeper”, as this corri-
dor accounted for more than 40% of irregular entries in the early 1990’s (USCBP, 
2019a). The Tijuana-San Diego corridor was chosen for this study for three main 
reasons: 1) it was one of the first corridors where border enforcement was heavily 
implemented due to its relevance as the preferred corridor of irregular migrants 
crossing to the US; 2) the “Operation Gatekeeper” was recognized as a “success 
story” according to the US government which led to the implementation of similar 
operations in Arizona and Texas, and 3) it was the geographical epicenter of anti-
immigrant narratives and security concerns from the US politicians in the 90s, 
which consequences are still experienced nowadays through militarization practic-
es. 

3. Contextualizing the US-Mexico border 
 
3.1. The US-Mexico border: a history of militarization 
 
The US–Mexico border has a long history of cross-border population movements. 
After the annexation of territories such as California, New Mexico, Texas and Ari-
zona to US territory in the 19th century, a constant interaction and flow of people 
took place between both nations. The region became a unique and dynamic space 
where two different cultures blended (Anderson, 2003; Orraca, 2013). 

The militarization of the US-Mexico border began in the 1980’s, after undocu-
mented crossings increased considerably when the US restricted the labor move-
ment by ending previous legal working permits (Klein, 2013). In the next decade, 
immigration in general emerged as a national priority to the US when terrorist acts 
took place along their territory (Waller, 2005). Different operations, such as Hold 
the Line (1993) in El Paso, Texas; Gatekeeper (1994) in San Diego, California; and 
Rio Grande (1997) in Brownsville, Texas were implemented in the US-Mexico 
border to prevent smuggling of drugs and illegal crossings. These programs 
achieved mixed results, since they were successful on impeding migrants to cross 
through known locations, but they forced migrants to look for more dangerous 
routes. Border walls, surveillance systems and increase of border patrol agents 
have been resources used by the US to try to mitigate the irregular crossings at 
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their southern border (McCune & Soden, 2009). In addition, high level technolo-
gies are used as part of a militarization process which aims to deter migrants. 

With respect to the effectiveness of the militarization, scholarly research has 
demonstrated that these methods had opposite results from what was expected 
(Massey & Sánchez, 2010; Angelucci, 2012). After their implementation there 
were fewer undocumented migrants trying to cross, but those who achieved cross-
ing stayed longer to recoup the higher entry cost (Angelucci, 2012). Due to this 
shift in security discourses and the use of more elaborated technologies to control 
human movement, undocumented migration has become a representation of a mor-
al dilemma. The dehumanization of migrants and the violation of their human 
rights are interrelated to the militarization of the border (Ahn et al., 2013).  

The intensified border enforcement has contributed considerably to dehumanize 
migrants by allowing their deaths without any sanction (Doty, 2011). More recent-
ly, President Trump’s actions in immigration policy have shown how bordering 
practices are even more dispersed across the US territory, social practices, and 
political discourses, which are mainly intended to divide and differentiate. Howev-
er, his discourse during and after his campaign often revolved around the geo-
graphical space of the border and its initiatives of adding or expanding hard border 
controls. By using the border as a militarized instrument, migrants safety will be 
compromised.  

The militarization process began almost forty years ago, the US-Mexico border 
and its dynamics have changed considerably. Since its formal establishment, the 
border was never homogenous; different border states, and thus every port of entry, 
had diverse dynamics subject to different political, social, and discursive interac-
tions. Although the border has been constantly evolving beyond the idea of acting 
as a mere territorial line dividing two countries; recent discourses prove that the 
states’ political idea of keeping “undesirable” immigrants out has not yet changed 
substantially during the last years. The division of who is worthy to enter US terri-
tory becomes more visible due to the implementation of stricter (hard and soft) 
border controls. 
 
3.2. CBP technology and infrastructure in ports of entry and border crossings 
  
During the 1990s, under several operations, the Border Patrol (BP) increased their 
activities by shifting their operations from the traditional enforcement strategy to a 
more modern multiagency organization that relied on up-to-date mechanisms. The 
focus also changed: rather than apprehending unauthorized migrants after entry 
into worksites, they were preventing their entrance or intercepting them at the bor-
der. The new strategy was based on “prevention through deterrence”, in which the 
BP aimed to concentrate most of the resources on major entry corridors to establish 
control (Argueta, 2016).  

Since the round of immigration reform proposals in the mid-2000’s, border se-
curity has significantly increased in all sectors (Graham, 2013). Figure 1 depicts 
the steady growth of the Border Patrol enacted budget from 1995 to 2017, which 
reflects the level of appropriations, including personnel, infrastructure and surveil-
lance technology. 
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Figure 1. Enacted Border Patrol Program budget from 1995 to 2017 (dollars in thousands) 

 
Source: US Customs and Border Protection (2017), Stats and Summaries, Border Patrol Fiscal Year Budget Statis-
tics (FY1990-FY2017). 
 

On the other hand, up to 2016 the US Customs and Border Protection (CBP) 
department is considered one of the world’s largest law enforcement organizations 
with more than 60,000 employees (USCBP, 2019b). Figure 2 shows the increase of 
agents deployed on the two most important border sectors by fiscal year from 1998 
to 2017. It is observed that the largest number of border patrol agents has been 
placed at the southwest sector of the border.  
 

Figure 2. Border Patrol Staffing by Fiscal Year 

 
Source: US Customs and Border Protection (2017), Stats and Summaries, Border Patrol Fiscal Year Budget Statis-
tics (FY1990-FY2017). 
 

The CBP’s facilities and infrastructure encompass several sophisticated target-
ing and communication systems, which include:  
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• Border Tactical Infrastructure: includes roads, lighting, pedestrian fencing 
and vehicle barriers, and other mechanisms such as mobile night vision 
scopes, directional listening devices, etc. As of October 2014, the DHS had 
installed 352.7 miles of primary pedestrian fencing, 299 miles of vehicle 
fencing, and 36.3 miles of secondary fencing.   

• Network of remote video surveillance systems (RVS): Including day and 
night cameras that are used to detect incursions and are controlled by bor-
der patrol stations.  

• Sensor devices: Including thermal imaging devices and seismic and mag-
netic sensors, which are linked to a computer network called the Integrated 
Computer Assisted Detection database (ICAD).2  

• Unmanned aerial systems: Equipped with Vehicle and Dismount Exploita-
tion Radar (VADER), which serves to detect, identify, classify and track 
movements over land. They are deployed in areas considered too risky for 
field personnel or manned aircrafts (Department of Homeland Security, 
n.d.). 

 
This list highlights the increasing reliance on innovation and technology to con-

trol borders. The adoption of a broad set of new technologies has transformed the 
US border security strategy into a less human process. This strategy consists of 
deploying fewer agents in specific areas while maintaining the ability to counter 
unauthorized crossings. Thus, by establishing this type of technology, the Border 
Patrol has transferred the responsibility of the consequences, in the form of mi-
grants’ apprehensions, deportations and deaths, to a new set of mechanisms, de-
flecting official charges or blame.  

The main purpose of these elements is to deter migrants from crossing in partic-
ular areas of the border, particularly where city entries are established. Thus, this 
enables the creation of new migrant crossings through mountain ranges or desert 
lands. This process turns the geographical space to a strategy to control unauthor-
ized migration, since the CBP can locate responsibility outside its jurisdiction by 
letting nature “take its course” (Doty, 2006). 

4. Discourses of US border security strategies: An analysis of US Customs and 
Border Protection Reports 

Much of the official data about border security and enforcement outcomes is ob-
tained through the CBP reports and official documents. For this research the author 
analyzed those documents that portray the goals and main pillars of the agency 
since they provide a broader perspective on how the Border Patrol manages their 
resources to protect the border. The documents selected were: Vision and Strategy 
2020, Border Patrol Strategic Plan 2012-2016, as it was the latest plan published 
by the CBP, and the National Border Patrol Strategy 2004. Through the critical 
reading of these governmental reports, this analysis shows that the US government 
_____________ 
 
2  The Border Patrol staff constantly monitor the ICAD system in order to re-position RVS cameras towards 

different locations when sensor alarms are activated. Later on, field agents are usually alerted and coordinate 
the response. 
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has prioritized the use of military technologies on the border. Furthermore, it also 
aims to demonstrate the effects of this type of discourses as it serves to dehumanize 
migrants by referring to them as targets. 

Vision and Strategy 2020 describes strategic goals in which the Border Patrol 
commits to identify and eliminate cross-border criminal and illegal activity. In this 
section, it is explained that all of the efforts are focused on detecting possible 
threats in cross-border activities. In their narratives, diverse elements are consid-
ered high-risk that put American interests at danger, including terrorism, narcotics 
smuggling, human trafficking, as well as the undocumented movement of people. 
All of these activities are considered illegal threats that have to be countered by the 
largest law enforcement organization in the US. It is noticeable that the category of 
what is illegal has stretched to include threats ranging from weapons of mass de-
struction to vulnerable people seeking better life opportunities. By framing the 
unauthorized movement of people as an activity standing outside the state’s legal 
system, migrants’ existence becomes a synonym of illegality, which in turn be-
comes a threat to US governance.  

Despite many debates on this topic, the phrase “illegal alien” is still used to de-
scribe subjects crossing the border, in different US reports and official websites. 
For example, in the Border Patrol Overview section of their website, it is explained 
that since 1994, “[the Border Patrol mission] remains unchanged: to detect and 
prevent the illegal entry of aliens into the United States” (USCBP, 2018). Both 
categorizations —illegal and alien— act as elements of criminalization and dis-
crimination, reinforcing the idea of otherness and transforming these subjects into 
socially undesirable persons who can be abused or killed. 

The Vision Strategy 2020 mentions the CBP goal to “Promote Organizational 
Integration, Innovation, and Agility” (USCBP, 2015: 36). It refers to the responsi-
bility of the agency to operate efficiently by optimizing processes and to support 
operational needs to ensure all of the missions’ success. They describe the agency’s 
commitment to optimize their operations through agility and innovation by taking 
advantage of technological advances and innovative practices. They consider the 
implementation of technology to be a way to reduce costs and improve operational 
effectiveness, however this purpose has been stretched to even use high-end mili-
tary technologies in a non-war zone.  

On the other hand, the Border Patrol Strategic Plan 2012-2016 describes in a 
more specific way how the BP uses high-tech elements to improve its job in pro-
tecting the US borders. The 2012–2016 BP plan is characterized by being a risk-
based strategy rather than a resource-based strategy, as it was in 2004. Currently, 
the agency uses a risk-based approach to counter what they consider to be the high-
est threats through the “Information, Integration and Rapid Response program.” 
Information includes the use of technology and intelligence to face threats along 
the border, providing the basis for the Integration phase (fostering partnerships 
with other federal agencies) and the Rapid Response phase (responding quickly to 
changing threats). 

According to the Border Patrol Strategy, employing technology has been a rele-
vant factor to manage risks along the border; they claim that without technological 
elements “the Border Patrol cannot operate in an effective, efficient, and risk-based 
manner” (USCBP, 2012: 15). The report mentions that CBP works jointly with 
other federal organizations, such as the Office of Technology Innovation and Ac-
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quisition (OTIA), to ensure that their technological needs are addressed properly. 
However, the efficiency of high-end technologies, such as unmanned aerial sys-
tems, has been largely questioned due to the meager results it offers in comparison 
to the amount of money which has been invested in them (Ewing, 2010; OIG, 
2014).  

It is clear that since 9/11 and the shift to a risk-based strategy, deploying the 
newest technology has been the priority of the BP. By doing this, they are increas-
ing the dangers that migrants have to face, but most importantly, they do not ad-
dress in these documents the hazards that they are exposing migrants to. The US 
government is not only preventing them from crossing, but they are causing partic-
ular conditions that increases migrants’ vulnerabilities. All these reports show the 
importance that CBP gives to technological innovations; however, they do not ex-
plain how these technologies affect the human beings encountering them.  

Another important element of the BP strategy is their “Change Detection Capa-
bility”, which is aimed to measure the changing level of threats in low-risk areas by 
gathering information. This strategy enables the BP to focus on the highest- risk 
areas, but to keep monitoring low-risk sites to determine if new threats become 
relevant. These new strategies played a key role in transforming the monitoring of 
migrants into a more mechanized system with less human intervention as surveil-
lance cameras and drones in some specific areas have replaced BP agents.  

This new approach has three main consequences: giving more appearance of 
control on the border, fulfilling their objective of “preventing through deterrence”, 
and avoiding their own responsibility for the deaths of migrants who try to cross 
the border. By covering the major areas (with Border Patrol Agents) and certain 
low-risk sites (with drones), the government’s reasoning relies on letting migrants 
look for more dangerous paths in order to increase their possibilities of injuries or 
death. The deterrence strategy became more than a symbolic intention when mi-
grant bodies started to be found further away from populated areas, presumably 
killed due to the nature conditions.  

In comparison to the other reports, the National Border Patrol Strategy 2004, 
shows how military technologies are used in tactical infrastructure. For example, it 
mentions that “in 2004 the Border Patrol became the very first civilian law en-
forcement agency in the world to use UAVs to carry out a civilian law enforcement 
mission” (USCBP, 2004: 2).  

This document explains the importance of maintaining a strong enforcement 
posture along the southwest border, even though it acknowledges the deaths of 
thousands of migrants trying to cross. The document mentions “hundreds of aliens 
die each year as a result of failed smuggling efforts while attempting to cross the 
Southern border” (USCBP, 2004: 5). Importantly, the report does not make the 
distinction between those who cross as drug traffickers and those who are crossing 
to pursue better opportunities of life. Moreover, “national security” is mentioned in 
different sections of the report as the ultimate goal of the Border Patrol. However, 
national security is not a task that the border security system is designed to accom-
plish, since the military was created specifically for that purpose.  

Military technology has become part of the daily technical elements that the 
Border Patrol is using to control its frontier (Miller, 2013). Over the past years, 
under the “national security” discourse the DHS deployed unprecedented levels of 
resources, including personnel and technologies, to support the control of borders. 
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From the National Border Patrol Strategy in 2004 to the Border Patrol Strategic 
Plan 2012-2016, there was a change in agency goals: it evolved from the estab-
lishment of a resource-based plan to a risk-based one. The 2004 strategy represent-
ed the acquisition and deployment of the personnel and infrastructure intended to 
maintain operational control in the area, and in 2012 these techniques became the 
foundation of an intelligence-driven agency capable to rapidly respond to the high-
est risks at the border (USCBP, 2012). Along the past years the CBP has been con-
sistent with increasing the resources focusing at the southwest border, justifying 
their actions by criminalizing migrants. 

5. Faith-based organizations along the border: A humanitarian perspective 

“Before, there was no way to cross illegally, today there 
is no way to cross legally” (Mr. Enrique Morones, 
Founder of Border Angels).  

 
Due to the increasing violations of human rights against immigrants, different or-
ganizations started to work with and advocate on behalf of immigrants from Mexi-
co or transit migrants from Central America. Some of these institutions are local 
while others are part of transnational organizations; but all of them try to protect 
the right of immigrants exposed to difficult conditions along their journey.  

Faith-based organizations have emerged as important and recognized actors, as 
they historically have offered humanitarian aid to vulnerable groups and acted as 
sites of sanctuary where refugees could seek shelter or protection. Religious groups 
have been the most vigorous in monitoring human rights abuses at the border and 
providing humanitarian services to immigrants. The current policies against mi-
grants contrast with their ideology as these challenge their belief that migrants have 
to be treated with respect as every other human being. The links between theology 
and migrant well-being are usually based on the social doctrine of the Catholic 
Church, which usually challenge nation state enforcement practices (Hagan, 2008). 
Faith-based advocacy has grown substantially in recent years, as it became more 
influential and established powerful coalitions to provide migrants just treatment in 
all the stages of the migratory process. Although their role in aiding immigrants 
and refugees has always been prominent, there are a few studies analyzing the im-
portance of religion and faith based-organizations from the decision to migrate 
through arrival.  

The faith-based organizations have played a relevant role in the migratory pro-
cess in Mexico, since religion is a construction embedded in the every-day practic-
es of migrants. Religion is a locality since it lives through specific people; migrants 
cannot leave their faith in their home country, it crosses borders with them. Mi-
grants journeying to United States usually feel vulnerable; thus, faith-based organi-
zations become a familiar site in which they are not judged or discriminated 
against. They are offered assistance and religion represents a linkage to what they 
believe and feel in a personal manner. 

 Church-based organizations provide a more complete approach to meeting in-
dividuals needs by not only offering refuge but also providing caring staff and sup-
portive networks. Many migrants have turned to churches, shelters and civil organ-
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izations as they lack personal networks or resources to assist them. However, their 
activities and practices have broadened considerably in the interests of migrants; 
for example, they have become a meeting point where migrants can gather, talk 
about their experiences and exchange ideas with one another. These help migrants 
to cope with feelings of isolation and loneliness (Hagan, 2008). 

They have also come to constitute a political actor who performs a strong advo-
cacy for human rights, involving their multiple levels of church hierarchy. They 
clearly represent a contestation to the state, since they enable the pursuit of social 
justice for migrants by organizing public and energetic protests, in which they try 
to make visible —locally and internationally— migrants’ conditions. Moreover, 
protests or activities organized by faith-based institutions usually carry more sym-
bolic elements than secular protests. Most of these organizations, working along 
the US-Mexico border, use Mexican or Latino traditions, which allows ethnic resil-
ience to counter American culture. Most of these activities occur in symbolic plac-
es, such as the border, the site which conveys rejection and death, but which also 
represents an opportunity to create spaces of peace and hospitality (Hondagneu-
Sotelo et al., 2004). This clearly contributes to express a political statement that 
kindness transcends the reality of border enforcement and violence.  

Apart from official Border Patrol data on border enforcement, the second major 
source of information in this research is the data based on the three interviews con-
ducted to the directors of relevant civil organizations that help immigrants. Border 
Angels, American Friends Service Committee (AFSC) and Casa del Migrante have 
in common the objective of aiding Mexican and Central American migrants to 
achieve a better treatment, as well as advocating for a just immigration reform.  

The analysis of the interviews will be divided into four different sections: a) 
faith-based institutions: a humanitarian perspective; b) militarization and abuses on 
the US-Mexico border; c) the expansion of the military infrastructure beyond the 
US-Mexico border, and d) humanitarian local organizations as creators of new 
opportunities for migrants. 
 
5.1. The humanitarian side of the border  
 
To begin with the analysis, it is relevant to mention that these organizations are 
faith-based and they have, mainly, a humanitarian understanding of the problem. 
Their concerns differ from those that the US government has, since they consider 
immigrants to be human beings, which have to be treated with respect and compas-
sion. For example, the Border Angel actions are guided by the following Biblical 
verse: “When I was hungry, who gave me to eat? When I was thirsty, who gave me 
to drink?” (Matthew, 25:35). To serve migrants no particular religious beliefs are 
required, their mission entails a moral responsibility to those who are in need.  

They freely offer their services without expecting any reciprocation on the part 
of the receiver. Their practices enact an ethical responsibility that is prior to any 
questioning and that transcends particularities of individuals such as nationality, 
legal status, age and sex. Thus, their actions are based on recognizing the universal 
conditions that every human being has, like hunger or thirst. For many reasons, this 
approach contrasts the one made by the US government. For example, US border 
law enforcement is actively and constantly making differences by race or legal 
status, resulting in criminalizing innocent people and putting their very existence at 
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risk. On the other hand, the organizations’ practices exceed such reductions by 
considering migrants to be actual human beings with needs.  

The importance of these organizations does not only stem from the humanitari-
an aid that they offer to migrants, but also from their labor of opening new paths to 
achieve a just treatment for these persons. The USA, as a nation state, has always 
reaffirmed its borders and protected its national identity. Even though these human-
itarian organizations are not advocating the elimination of the border, they are 
changing the conditions of this territorial space with their humanitarian interven-
tions. They are establishing points of peace and humanity, which give certain hope 
to immigrants trying to get better opportunities for themselves and their families.  

In the interview with Mr. Morones, Founder of Border Angels, he explained 
how his organization offers opportunities that favor immigrants but also that chal-
lenge the state authoritarianism with regard to its border strategy. He explains that 
they constantly carry out activities in the Friendship Park (located on the US-
Mexico border), which is considered a bi-national reunion site between immigrants 
and their friends and family at the Mexican side of the border. In 2014 for Chil-
dren’s Day, Border Angels managed to convince the “migra” (US Immigration 
police) to open the emergency door for a few minutes, allowing the Mexican–
American children to meet their parents who had been deported to Mexico. In 2015 
they managed to obtain more benefits, since “the door was open for 15 minutes and 
four different families had the opportunity to gather and hug each other”.3 This 
type of practice engages a double-reading of the border: on one side, they are re-
sponding to a situation that requires immediate attention (separation of families 
through deportation), fulfilling their moral responsibility as human beings and/or 
Christians; and on the other side, they are also demystifying the border as a violent 
site operated exclusively by the CBP. The opening of the “Door of Hope” had been 
carried out annually until 2018. The US authorities decided to stop it after a drug 
smuggling conviction emerged from one of the persons who was a participant in 
the event. During the opening of the door in 2018, the US citizen married to a Mex-
ican woman in a surprise ceremony (Morrisey, 2018). Although the conviction was 
against the groom, a US citizen; Rodney Scott, chief of the San Diego Border Pa-
trol Sector announced the ending of this event as the CBP has to uphold their re-
sponsibility of protect their borders between official ports of entry. 
  
5.2. Militarization and abuses on the US-Mexico border 

 
When asked about the militarization of the border, the three organizations agreed 
that abuses were considerably higher when these physical and technological ele-
ments were put into function. The consequence of having a “militarized psycholo-
gy around is putting areas or zones of conflict where you are going to have people 
dying, without looking to the root causes of migration”,4 says Mr. Prado, who has 
been working for AFSC since 2003.  

For Mr. Prado, criminalization has been the result of the militarization of the 
border, particularly after 9/11. According to him, after the New York terrorist at-
_____________ 
 
3  Interview to E. Morones (President’s Border Angels, San Diego, California) on 7 August 2015 by M. Romero.  
4  Interview to B. Prado (President’s American Friends Service Committee. San Diego, California) on 6 August 

2015 by M. Romero. 
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tacks, the US government used the national security discourse to justify the intensi-
fication of their border enforcement. Prado says: “They don’t say to stop the flow 
of labor, but they say to identify criminals and terrorists. Their physical presence 
became a crime”.5  

The Border Patrol and other US law enforcement considered immigrants to be 
less than human beings throughout the establishment of several legal provisions 
and the strict border policies. That also has increased the abuses against this vul-
nerable group of people. As Mr. Morones mentioned, “it is easier to commit abuse 
against somebody if you believe he has less value than you”.6 According to him, 
the immigrants not only suffer abuses from the Border Patrol, but also have to face 
difficulties in their journey through Mexico, mainly from the different organized 
crime groups. Rev. Murphy, Director of the Casa del Migrante in Tijuana and for-
mer head of the Hispanic outreach for the Archidiose of Kansas City, talks about 
how migrants are abused in their journey through Mexico and how they are forced 
to commit criminal acts. “The polleros or smugglers «help» migrants to cross if 
they also take drug packages with them,”7 Rev. Murphy says.  

According to Mr. Prado and Mr. Morones, racial profiling has been used as a 
law enforcement technique, which can be observed in the dramatic expansion on 
surveillance and information-sharing practices between the Department of Home-
land Security and other federal agencies. This racial profiling can be observed not 
only in detention centers for immigrants, but also in common-life situations for 
people who do not fit the “American profile”. According to Ramirez, Coordinator 
of the American Friends Service Committee’s Project Voice and a Mexican–
American citizen, “despite the fact everyone in my family had legal status in the 
United States, all of us were searched, handcuffed, detained or arrested at some 
point” (Ramirez, 2011: 36).  

Mr. Morones asks:  
 

Why the wall in the US-Mexico border and not with Canada? Of 27 cases of ter-
rorists entering or intending to enter US territory since the First World War, not 
one has entered through its southern border; all of them have entered through 
their northern border or other ports of entry... [the militarization] has been based 
on racist practices.8  

 
Aspects such as power control and apparent supremacy are noticeable along the 

border, where the agents use surveillance mechanisms for control, enabling the 
immigrant to become permanently visible. 
 
5.3. The expansion of military infrastructure beyond the US-Mexico border 
 
The militarization of the border has taken different forms, as Mr. Prado argues, it 
also has enabled the establishment of a lucrative industry complex in which the US 
government profit from it. “There is a whole industry around prison constructions 
_____________ 
 
5  Interview to Prado, 2015. 
6  Interview to Morones, 2015. 
7  Interview to P. Murphy (President’s Casa del Migrante, Tijuana, Mexico) on 8 August 2015 by M. Romero.  
8  Interview to Morones, 2015. 



Romero Meza, M. S. Geopolítica(s) 10(2) 2019: 185-206 199 
 

 

and prison sentences for people who return... and also a military industrial com-
plex, corporations that are contracted to build barriers, to create technology, infra-
structure, even to create drones and helicopters to patrol the border,”9 says the 
AFSC Program Director. The border military complex not only has made the tar-
geting of human beings surgically precise, but also has created a whole lucrative 
sector in which many global and national private companies benefit from legisla-
tions escalating border militarization. Rev. Murphy also shares his vision:  
 

I live in a fourth floor. I have a nice view but I can also see the powerful lights in 
the border all night; living here is like living between Israel and Palestine... com-
panies that sell technology or weapons for war are present in the border. It is a 
huge business; [the US] is spending millions of dollars to maintain the security in 
the border.10 

 
As an example, in 2014, the Israeli arms maker Elbit Systems Ltd won a US 

DHS contract to provide surveillance technology. Elbit Systems Ltd deployed mili-
tary technology on the West Bank and Gaza in the last years; according to Corpo-
rate Watch, 85% of drones used by the Israeli military are manufactured by Elbit 
and “are used by Israel army in daily surveillance and attacks in Gaza” (Corporate 
Watch, 2015).  

Another finding obtained from the interviews and related to the consequences of 
the US using military technology, as part of their border strategy is the extension of 
the same mechanisms to the Mexican southern border and even other segments of 
society. Mr. Prado mentions:  
 

Mexico has had an observant role in allowing the militarization of the border. 
They see its role as an extension of US policy by militarizing its southern border; 
under the United States conditions, Mexico does the same with its border with 
Guatemala and Belize...you see different types of operations but with similar ob-
jectives...such as ceilings of guards, barriers to stop the flow of migration of 
Central America into Mexico, and, in fact, today there are more Central Ameri-
cans being deported from Mexico than from the United States.11 

  
As Mr. Prado mentions, the regional perspective is also relevant in analyzing 

the role of the US securitization beyond its borders. Nowadays, Central American 
migrants are not only facing the US securitization practices but the expansion to-
wards the Mexico’s southern border as well. Under the guidance and financial sup-
port of the US, Mexico announced in 2014 the implementation of its Southern Bor-
der Plan which included sending federal police to the border, opening more 
checkpoint and the implementation of surveillance technologies. During that year, 
Mexico deported 107,814 migrants, an increase of 13% from the previous year 
(Boggs, 2015). The following year became a turning point in the region as Mexico 
led the number of apprehensions of Central Americans instead of the traditional US 

_____________ 
 
9  Interview to Prado, 2015. 
10  Interview to Murphy, 2015. 
11  Interview to Prado, 2015. 



200 Romero Meza, M. S. Geopolítica(s) 10(2) 2019:185-206 
 
Border Patrol. Thus, those who previously would have made it to the US border 
now were being apprehended by Mexican authorities.  

The increased Mexican enforcement capacity reshaped regional dynamics and 
trends in apprehensions and deportations of Central Americans. Since the Southern 
Plan implementation, patrols, deportations, migration raids and government check-
points along the routes increased dramatically, forcing migrants to find new modes 
of travel and make it difficult for them to reach shelter and humanitarian aid 
(Iacson et al., 2014; Brigden, 2018). Along these new dangerous routes, Central 
Americans also face other risks such as kidnappings and extortion of money from 
drug cartels and gangs. Despite of not having a physical wall, Mexico represents an 
enormous obstacle for those seeking better opportunities in life. 

 In more recent years, the Central American mobility dynamics in the region 
have also changed to avoid Mexican and US enforcement control. These strategies 
include, most prominently, asking for asylum in Mexico instead of the US, which 
puts pressure on the Mexican government to offer adequate services while this 
group of people wait for their refugee decisions. Another strategy is travelling in 
Caravans, which gives them major visibility and increased protection. These new 
patterns have changed the regional dynamics as Mexico is both containing and 
receiving immigrants arriving from the Northern Triangle. Although Mexico seems 
to have a more prominently key role nowadays, the US presence is increasingly 
stronger in the region through vast securitization practices and narratives, such as 
the threat to close the US-Mexico border and cutting off aid to Central America 
(Meissner & Pierce, 2019).  
 

Table 1. Merida Funding for Mexico by Aid Account (dollars in millions) 
 

Account  FY2010 FY 2011 FY 2012 FY 2013 FY 2014 FY 2015 
request 

FY 2016 
request 

ESF 15.0 18.0 33.3 32.1 46.1 35.0 39.0 

INCLE 365.0 117.0 248.5 195.1 148.1 80.0 80.0 

FMF 5.3 8.0 N/A* N/A N/A N/A N/A 

Total 385.3 143.0 281.8 227.2 194.2 115.0 119.0 
Notes: ESF=Economic Support Fund, INCLE=International Narcotics Control and Law 
Enforcement, FMF=Foreign Military Financing.  
*Since 2012, FMF assistance was not included as part of the Merida Initiative. 
Source: Finklea & Ribando (2017). 

 
On the other hand, the militarization and US influence has stretched not only to 

Mexico’s immigration policy but to other sectors of Mexico’s political action as 
well. Over the last few years the US and the Mexican government have worked 
closely to fight against criminals and drug traffickers; some of the strategies, in-
volving dangerous operations, have had highly unsuccessful fallouts. “These poli-
cies are part of the militarization of the entire society,”12 says Mr. Prado. For ex-
ample, the Plan Merida established in 2008, not only allowed the US to send arms 
to the Mexican military and train the army to combat drug cartels, but also in-

_____________ 
 
12  Interview to Prado, 2015. 
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volved the improvement of border structures. After its restructuration in 2011, 
among the four pillars of the cooperation agreement were: 1) combating transna-
tional criminal organizations by supporting Mexican intelligence with US technol-
ogy and personnel, and 2) the creation of a 21st century US-Mexican border while 
also improving security in the Mexico southern border. The Table 1 shows the 
Mérida funding for Mexico by Aid Account. 
 
5.4. Humanitarian local organizations as creators of new opportunities for 
migrants 
 
These organizations have been trying to offer to immigrants what other political 
bodies have not been able to, such as protection or just treatment. These organiza-
tions have the power to advocate a just immigration reform. The two associations 
located in San Diego, Border Angels and ASFC, work with different alliances at 
local, regional and national levels to promote human rights and just immigration 
policies. By fulfilling their moral responsibility, they are not only facilitating the 
continuance of human life, but also calling for a questioning of the morality and 
humanity of border policies.  

On the Mexican side of the border the dynamic of migration has also changed 
significantly in the last years, since deportations, to Mexico and from Mexico, have 
increased considerably. According to Rev. Murphy, the processes and practices 
undertaken in the Casa del Migrante had to be adapted to this situation during the 
last years. “On average, from 100 immigrants that arrive to the house, 90 of them 
are deported,”13 he says. As a consequence, in addition to the previous services 
they have been offering, such as food, shelter and counselling, they also have im-
plemented new programs aimed to reintegrate migrants into the Mexican work-
force. By giving them the opportunity to have a new start, they are promoting a 
new perspective of how they should be seen by the society; mainly as talented per-
sons who also have the right to work in their home country. According to Rev. 
Murphy, deported migrants have a lot to offer, for example the majority of them 
are bilingual; however, a lot of them are also recruited by organized crime.  

The Casa del Migrante projects open new paths for immigrants, even if it is af-
ter they have been sent back to their home country, showing that these organiza-
tions keep perceiving them as human beings that are in need. Since the beginning 
of their journey they have to face abuses and suffer from criminalization, as well as 
racial discrimination when living in the United States. When they are deported to 
their home countries, they still have to face difficulties as well as most of them 
might not know their rights as Mexican citizens. 

Although these are relevant challenges, the faith-based organizations have ful-
filled a meaningful role in the lives of immigrants. These organizations are mainly 
local, and their practices are less publicized; however, they have significantly 
helped to re-conceptualize the immigration experience by fulfilling what they con-
sider to be their inherent moral responsibility. By offering immigrants a range of 
services, they counter the US government systematic approach and alleviate the 
situation that the government’s policies have created along the border. 

_____________ 
 
13  Interview to Murphy, 2015. 
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Conclusion 

In this paper, it was argued that high-level technologies implemented by the United 
States as part of their border enforcement strategy contributed to dehumanize mi-
grants by reducing them to mere targets that must be detained. The development of 
US border strategies throughout the years has evolved to be the source of thou-
sands of immigrant deaths, raising a moral concern that has been broadly addressed 
by numerous scholars and human rights organizations.  

As was shown throughout the analysis, the implementation of military technol-
ogies has been the result of perceiving migrants as dangerous threats. The Border 
Patrol actions of militarization and increased surveillance are acts of sovereignty 
that are falsely supporting the idea of immigrants as criminal and terrorist threats. 
Although building walls and securing them with military instruments conveys a 
large territorial project, it carries a symbolic value as well. These actions are mere 
material symbol of states’ desire to maintain their sovereignty intact. The US gov-
ernment argues that these practices are an important step to secure their borders 
against “terrorist threats”; however, these are more important to secure a positive 
international and public opinion on how capable they are of controlling their terri-
tory. As their ability to regulate their lands had been questioned, the US and other 
Western governments have become increasingly defensive and aggressive about 
their borders. The bodies of migrants are constantly stigmatized and targeted by 
exclusionary policies as they are criminalized agents (Silvey, 2005). This research 
demonstrates that the Border Patrol acts of militarization falsely portray immi-
grants as threats which is part of their securitization ideology born in the 1990s and 
intensified after the 9/11. 

On the other hand, by countering this position, the three faith-based organiza-
tions interviewed are only a representative sample of how immigrants can also 
experience moments of justice and humanity along their journey. Three main issues 
were found from the interviews conducted. The first was that the moral responsibil-
ity of the organizations allows them to exceed reductions, such as race or religious 
affiliation, considering every human being to be as equally important. The second 
issue is that the three organizations see the use of high-level technologies as a 
source of migrant abuses and deaths. Border Angels and AFSC fight actively to 
achieve a demilitarization of the border by advocating the annulment of policies 
and practices that have an impact on immigrants’ lives and border communities as 
well. The third issue is related to the power that these organizations have to change 
both: the discourses of the US law enforcement agencies and the immigrant experi-
ence. 

Nonetheless, it is important to consider that their role as creators of new oppor-
tunities comes with particular challenges that are profoundly related to the border 
enforcement; however, not exclusively caused by this situation. As social actors, 
faith-based organizations are immersed on the local dynamics of where they are 
situated. Aspects such as political support, access to resources, public opinion on 
migrants, funding/donations, and relationships with other organizations will also 
determine the level of success in offering assistance to those who arrive to their 
doors. For example, the level of acceptance of immigrants in Tijuana or San Diego 
will define how these organization will be able to help immigrant to immerse in 
their new community. Moreover, with the changing dynamics of the border immi-
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grants are in need of other types of support that civil organizations have to fulfill. 
In the case of Mexico, the role of these organizations is also changing as there are 
more deportees and people asking for asylum, who need assistance to integrate to a 
society in which, they feel, they do not belong. 
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