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n  r e c e n t  d e c a d e s ,  t h e  s t a t e ’s  h i s t o r i c a l
role in the direct “importation” and “deportation”
o f  l a b o r  m i g r a t i o n  h a s  b e e n  r e c o n f i g u r e d .   I n
t h e  a b s e n c e  o f  f o r m a l  o r  “ l e g a l ”  m e c h a n i s m s
for labor migration, private transnational actors—
namely  smugglers ,  v ig i lantes ,  and NGOs—have
a s s u m e d  a  p r i m a r y  r o l e  i n  t h e  r e g u l a t i o n  o f
i n t e r n a t i o n a l  m i g r a t i o n  w i t h i n  t h e  n e w  g l o b a l
economy.  Moreover, the roles of U.S. and Mexican
b o r d e r  e n f o r c e m e n t  a g e n c i e s  h a v e  c o n v e rg e d
toward local  and transnational  policing of human
a n d  d r u g  s m u g g l i n g  a n d  “ s a v i n g  l i v e s ”  u n d e r
the rubric of border security.  Based on an ethnographic
a n d  h i s t o r i c a l  a n a l y s i s  o f  l o c a l  a n d  b i n a t i o n a l
r e g u l a t o r y  p r a c t i c e s ,  m y  r e s e a r c h  f i n d i n g s  t o
date show that private transnational actors perform
trad i t iona l  s ta te  func t ions  of  “ recru i tment”  and
“restriction”, while Mexican and U.S. state agencies
regulate through appropriated and institutionalized
d i scour ses  o f  “c r ime”  and  “human  r igh t s . ”    By
appropr ia t ing  and  ins t i tu t iona l iz ing  d i scourses
o f  c r i m e  a n d  r i g h t s ,  s t a t e  a g e n c i e s  h a v e  b e e n
a b l e  t o  b o t h  m a i n t a i n  l e g i t i m a c y  a t  t h e  l o c a l
level  by appeal ing to  Mexican off ic ia ls ,  migrant
r i g h t s  a d v o c a t e s ,  a n d  b o r d e r  r e s i d e n t s  a n d  a t
a national level by projecting an image of control.

M y  d i s s e r ta t i o n  r e s e a r c h  h a s  b e e n  g u i d e d  b y
t h e  f o l l o w i n g  q u e s t i o n s :

∗ What is the role of Mexican and U.S. state agencies
in  manag ing  the  en t ry  and  ex i t  o f  undocumen ted
labor migrat ion at  the  U.S.-Mexico border? What
is the role of  private transnational actors- namely,
s m u g g l e r s ,  v i g i l a n t e s ,  a n d  N G O s ?

∗ How do Mexican and U.S .  s ta te  agencies  per form
the contradictory task of enforcing border controls
wi thou t  d i s rup t ing  f lows  o f  labor  migra t ion  tha t
p l a y  a  c r i t i c a l  ro l e  i n  t h e  g l o b a l  e c o n o m y ?

I

REGULATING INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION:
Free  Trade ,  Transnat iona l  Po l i c ing ,  and  Human Rights
a t  the  U .S . -Mex ico  Border
Pat r i s i a  Mac ias  Ro jas ,  Doc to ra l  Cand ida t e ,  Depar tmen t  o f  Soc io logy

I n  o r d e r  t o  i n v e s t i g a t e  t h e s e  q u e s t i o n s ,
I  a m  c o n d u c t i n g  a  b i n a t i o n a l  e t h n o g r a p h y  a n d
in-depth interviews at two lesser studied, traditional
b o r d e r  c r o s s i n g  p o i n t s  i n  A r i z o n a / S o n o r a  a n d
Te x a s / C h i h u a h u a .   S p e c i f i c a l l y,  I  e x a m i n e  t h e
l o c a l  p r a c t i c e s  a n d  d i s c o u r s e s  t h a t  s t a t e  a n d
pr iva t e  ac to r s  employ  to  r egu la t e  t he  en t ry  and
d e p a r t u r e  o f  u n d o c u m e n t e d  m i g r a n t s .    M o s t
o f  t h e  f i e l d w o r k  t o  d a t e  w a s  c o n d u c t e d  a t  t h e
Tu c s o n  B o r d e r  P a t r o l  S e c t o r  a n d  i t s  M e x i c a n
counterpart between 2001-2003 and will be replicated
i n  E l  P a s o / C i u d a d  J u a r e z  i n  F a l l  2 0 0 4  i n  o r d e r
to compare local and binational regulatory practices
a c r o s s  s i t e s .

The data has been collected during a period
of  b i l a t e r a l  nego t i a t i ons  ove r  a  p roposed  gues t
worker program by the Bush and Fox administrations;
the events of September 11th;  and the restructuring
o f  t h e  I N S  a n d  B o r d e r  P a t r o l  w h i c h  a r e  n o w
part of the newly formed Department of Homeland
Security.  Despite a temporary decrease in migrant
f lows and a  t ightening  of  enforcement  measures
a long  the  border,  f lows  o f   undocumented  l abor
m i g r a t i o n  h a v e  n o t  w a n e d .   T h e  c o n t r a d i c t i o n
o f  “con t ro l l i ng  bo rde r s”  wh i l e  s imu l t aneous ly
f a c i l i t a t i n g  t h e  “ m o b i l i t y  o f  l a b o r  f l o w s ”  h a s
b e e n  e x p o s e d  o n c e  a g a i n .   T h e  w a y s  i n  w h i c h
state agencies attempt to resolve those contradictions
shape the conditions under which people migrate.
Such conditions determine whether people emerge
f r o m  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  a s  a  c o r p s e ,  a  “ c r i m i n a l , ”
a n  e x p l o i t e d  w o r k e r ,  o r  a  h u m a n  b e i n g  w i t h
f u l l  r i g h t s .

Th i s  b r i e f  summar i ze s  work - in -p rog re s s  t ha t
f o r m s  p a r t  o f  a  l a rg e r  d i s s e r t a t i o n  p r o j e c t  e n t i t l e d
Open  Border s?  Con temporary  Labor  Regu la t i ons
a t  t h e  U . S . - M e x i c o  B o rd e r . P a t r i s i a  M a c i a s  R o j a s
w a s  a  M i n i - g r a n t  r e c i p i e n t  i n  F a l l  2 0 0 1 .
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