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Abstract
This dissertation explores the experience of violence and precarity among Central American youth
as they travel through Mexico to the United States. Based on a multi-sited ethnographic study
conducted across Mexico from 2015 to 2019, I illustrate how the journey of these youth migrants
is, in its basic expression, an experience of movement, violence and precarity. Over the last decade,
the number of Central American youth moving through Mexico has grown exponentially. As a
result, the U.S. has pressured Mexico to stop migrants from crossing through its territory, and
Mexico has responded by more closely surveilling common migration routes and increasing the
detention and deportations of Central Americans. This extension of U.S. immigration control
beyond the U.S. border has turned Mexico into a space where Central American youth migrants
are increasingly persecuted, robbed, harmed, and even murdered for the mere act of migrating.
And yet, Central American youth continue to migrate, begging the question: how? I found that
youth migrants deal with the violence they encounter along the way through a process of
negotiation. During a youth’s journey, where experiences of violence are almost inescapable,
youth adapt their journeys to attempt to avoid violence and improve the quality of their migration
journeys. In the three chapters of this dissertation, I will analyze three elements present in the
negotiation of violence and precarity: rumor, time, and space. The chapter on rumor explains how,
in the absence of reliable information about the route ahead, youth rely on rumors and the
experiences of others to avoid violence and seek opportunities. The chapter on time explores how
migrant youths’ journeys take longer than many youth expect, which imposes additional hardships,
but also leads to unintended consequences, like the gaining of additional knowledge about how to
successfully move and the formation of new friendships. Finally, the chapter on space explores the

spaces through which migrants move as they migrate, analyzing how they make decisions based



on space and how spaces affect their journeys. This intensive view of the ins and outs of migration
contributes to a novel understanding of migrant journeys from the perspective of youth.
Sociological studies of migrant journeys have primarily focused on the journey’s beginning and
end, and the dangers that migrants in Mexico face. These studies typically focus on migrants’
vulnerabilities, failing to analyze how migrants experience or respond to those vulnerabilities. My
research reveals that youth are not exclusively passive actors: they feel, respond, plan, and adapt
as they try to achieve their goals. By exploring how rumor, time, and space interplay in youths’
migrant journeys, I reveal how those experiences are lived. Ultimately, this research helps us
understand not only youth migrants’ journeys, but also how people more broadly face and

overcome challenges that seem insurmountable.
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction

“Mexico Malo: Evil Mexico”

April 17, 2016. It is early morning when Orlan and six other people arrive at the migrant shelter
in Tenosique (ten-oh-SEE-ke), Tabasco, a small town near the Mexico-Guatemala border (See
Map in Appendix). The sun has yet to break over the horizon, but there is already plenty of heat
and humidity to make everyone sweaty and sticky. The men are different ages, sizes, and skin
colors, but they are all dressed alike—dirty jeans, caps, ripped and stained t-shirts. Some have
worn-out backpacks with water bottles dangling from them. They shuffle through the shelter’s
main entrance, visibly tired, heads hanging, taking heavy steps. They are directed by the staff to a
couple of shaded benches near the entry gate where they must wait to be registered.

As they approach the benches, some of the men ask where they can fill their water bottles.
Others, like Orlan, lay down on the benches, exhausted. Some of the men take their shoes off.
Orlan does not have to; he arrived barefoot.

Orlan stands out from the group. While the other men are mostly Spanish-speaking
mestizos, Orlan is Garifuna (black). He is from an Afro-Honduran group typically located along
the Honduran coasts. Orlan is taller and more muscular than the other men, but his face reveals
that he is younger than them. He is 16 years old.

As Orlan sits on the bench, legs outstretched, the soles of his feet are profusely bleeding
(See Figure 1). He also appears to be in pain. In addition to his wounded feet, his legs are cramping,
he has abdominal pain, and he mentions having an intense headache and feeling dizzy, likely the
product of dehydration. He has just walked almost 30 miles in 95-degree heat and extreme

humidity, which is typical of the route.



A member of the shelter staff
approaches after a few minutes, and the group
waits to be registered so that they can enter.
Orlan’s feet will also need to be tended to.
Shelters like the one in Tenosique rarely have
trained medical staff. Occasionally, the area

will have a doctor from Doctors Without &5 7

Borders for a few months at a time, or a nurse

Figure 1. A picture of Orlan showing his feet after they have healed.
or medical residents, but the majority of Consentwasacquired.

medical attention is basic, improvised first aid provided by shelter staff or volunteers.

While he waited to be registered, a staff member dresses Orlan’s wounds. I pass him a
water bottle and introduce myself. I ask him if he would like to tell me what happened. Orlan
eagerly begins telling me his story, which I have heard echoed in other migrants’ experiences many
times since:

I was robbed the other night while crossing the river [that divides Guatemala and
Mexico]. Another group of Hondurans and I took a raft to cross the river from
Guatemala to Mexico, and as soon as we reached the Mexican side, right when the
boat left us, two men, one carrying a gun, stood us up and searched our backpacks
and took my shoes. They beat us and accused us of hiding money. We gave them
all our money, and I gave them my cell phone. I didn’t know the other people in
this group. We just happened to be robbed together right when we got off the boat,
and since we were all wet from the rain, afraid of being robbed again, and without
money, we kept walking together. One of the guys mentioned knowing how to get
to the migrant shelter, and we decided to follow him. From the river, we have
walked across cattle ranches and unpaved roads to get here. I was walking barefoot,
so that’s when my feet started to bleed.

I ask why the robbers took only Orlan’s shoes. He explains that his were brand-name shoes:

I brought my good sneakers, because they were comfortable. If only I knew they
were going to be stolen as soon as I got to Mexico... [The robbers] checked each
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of our shoes and just took mine and returned the rest to the others. They knew they
were originals, and one of them put them in his backpack.

Orlan cringes from abdominal pain, then goes on:

And then, after walking a couple of hours, we were robbed again. It was the middle

of nowhere, in the fields, no houses around; another group of people with machetes

appeared and started to search us for more stuff to take. I had nothing left, but they

didn’t believe me and instead punched me a couple of times and asked me to give

them any hidden money I had. I told them that we were already assaulted near the

river, and they let us leave.

Orlan explains that he does not know what to do now. His original plan—which he learned
through his cousins who had made the same trip four years ago—was to move through small towns
and cities. His cousins were going to give him instructions on where to go by phone, and he had
written down a rough plan on a sheet of paper. Now that his phone was stolen, he has no way to
know where to go next or even how to contact his cousins. This town, and this shelter, were never
part of the original plan, and, based on what he learned from his cousins, he believes this is not a
good situation for him. As he weighs his options, Orlan reflects on what lies ahead of him if he
wants to reach the United States:

It is going to be hard for me to leave this place and move up north. Who knows

what’s next? I can’t believe this happened to me. I didn’t think that [ would have to

walk much; I thought that most of the trip [to the U.S.] would be in cars and on

buses. Instead, I am here, where I know no one. México es malo para uno. Mexico

is an evil place.

After Orlan’s feet are bandaged, he is offered a bowl of rice and beans, which he devours
while he and the other men in his group are still waiting to be registered and access to the facilities.
He and his group chat about how long they should remain in this shelter, how the last night of

walking felt eternal, and what they are going to do now that they do not have money to buy food

or a cellphone to call their relatives and ask for help.
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Feeling a little better, Orlan starts to look around, trying to make sense of this place and
his situation. Orlan starts to ask me about taking a train, making phone calls, accessing the internet
at the shelter. He wants to know if he can wash his clothes and maybe get a pair of shoes.

As we are talking, a staff member asks Orlan to follow him to the shelter chapel for an
orientation talk. There are around 20 migrants seated along the benches of the chapel. They all
arrived either last night or this morning. A staff member begins the orientation by describing the
shelter’s services: the schedule for food, the system for showers, how to ask for medicine. As the
staff member talks, the migrants chatter among themselves. However, the noise stops abruptly
when the staff member begins to talk about legal options for immigrants. The staff member
explains:

If you are afraid to return to your country, you can receive protection in Mexico.
Those afraid to return to their home countries can meet with our lawyer to see if
they qualify for asylum or refugee status to remain legally in Mexico. You need to
know that the process to obtain refugee status or asylum takes time. I cannot tell
you how much time the process might take because it varies case by case. But,
waiting has benefits; as a refugee, you cannot be detained and deported by
immigration officers or police, and you can work in Mexico as well. Applying for
asylum or refugee status is an option for you to think about instead of continuing
on without papers, risking your life.

Among the migrants, someone shouts, “We want papers!” And then, another: “No, we want to go
to the border.” The staff member continues:

If you really want to keep moving toward the U.S., you must know that it is a
dangerous trip. The police and army have checkpoints at the entrances of this town
and stop all the buses and private cars to look for migrants. If you take the bus, they
will stop you and will ask for your papers. If you don’t have any, they will detain
you and deport you. Some of you might stay in the detention center for weeks before
being deported. In this shelter, you are safe, you can walk around, and nobody will
detain you. Outside, in the town, you can be stopped by police and then being
handed to immigration, be careful.
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Again, another migrant shouts, “To the train, then!” The staff member responds: “Many of you
came here to take the train. How many of you have taken the train before?” Two hands go up—
not Orlan. He immediately looks at the two men. The staff member goes on:

You two know that what I am going to say is true. You must know that taking the
train is extremely dangerous; you can die, you can get run over trying to jump on
the train when it is moving. If you are tired or sick, I recommend you not to try to
jump on the train; wait here until you recover. Many of you might hear that you can
get on the train while it is parked in the train station; this is not possible anymore.
The train rarely stops, and when it is parked, it is watched by guards. You might
hear from other migrants that it is easy to jump on the train while it is moving. But,
let me tell you, a couple of weeks ago, a person here lost his foot when it got cut
off by the train. I can’t stop you from taking the train, but I want to clarify that we
do not recommend taking the train. Do not risk your life.

Another shelter staff member interrupts the talk, and the man giving the orientation steps out. Orlan
stands up and joins the migrants with whom he arrived this morning. They are talking to the men
who already traveled by train. A few minutes later, the staff member returns, and the orientation
continues:

Right now, we know through the migrants that pass through this shelter that the
United States border is dangerous. If you don’t have anyone to pay for your crossing
[to the U.S.], you are at risk of being caught by drug cartels that will kidnap you
and ask your family for [ransom] money. Those who know the border know that I
am not lying; it is a dangerous place. My recommendation for you is to stay here
and see what the best option is for you. If you qualify for papers, it is better to wait
here. Nobody will kick you out. You can stay, and once your case is granted and
approved, you can move and work freely throughout Mexico.

There are all kinds of people in this shelter, so be wary of people that just want to
take advantage of you. If someone tells you that they will take you to the border for
little money, do not believe it; there are always people ready to take advantage of
you. Please do not risk your life; it is not worth it. You are still very far from the
United States border. The next town where the train stops is at least a full day of
walking, a full day from here. That is double what you already did from the
Guatemalan border to here, and there are many risks waiting for you outside of this
shelter, please, think twice.

After the orientation ends, I lose track of Orlan as he enters the migrant shelter and mixes into the

crowd of almost two hundred migrants staying there, the vast majority from Central America.
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This shelter—the first that migrants reach in this region after crossing the Guatemala-
Mexico border—opened in 2010 and now is a popular stop for migrants, a safe harbor before
continuing their journeys north. It, like many shelters throughout Mexico, is sponsored by the
Catholic church. Since it opened, the shelter has constantly struggled to serve increasing numbers
of both migrants who are simply passing through, and others who become stranded while trying
to leave by train or waiting to resolve their refugee or asylum applications. Since 2014, the
population of migrants served by the shelter more than doubled and went from being composed
mainly of adult males to a mix of adults, families, and minors. On this night in 2016, the shelter
does not have enough beds in its dorms to provide everyone a bed. Instead, the basketball court
will be filled with mats where most of the men will sleep, although some families that do not find
dorm spaces will sleep outside, too.

Later in the day, I meet Orlan again in the dinner line. He is more relaxed; he has taken a
shower, been given some slip-on sandals and a new t-shirt. He has not talked to his family yet, but
he mentions that he is not really worried about that, because they will not provide much help
anyway.

While we are eating, we talk about why he left home. Orlan left his rural town in southern
Honduras to escape poverty. He decided to follow his cousins who migrated four years ago and
who told him that life in the U.S. is much better. They also told him that minors are not being
deported. Orlan is the oldest sibling of six, and he repeatedly mentions that his family is very poor.
“We don’t have a house to sell and pay for my trip like my cousins’ family did.” The only family
that might be able send him money to help are his cousins in the U.S., who only offered to loan
him money to pay to cross the Mexico-U.S. border once he makes it there. So, he needs to get to

the U.S. border on his own.
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After we finish eating, we stand up, and he complains again about abdominal pain because
of the beating he took at the river. We walk to the basketball court, and he tells me what he has
learned from other minor migrants at the shelter that day:

I talked to other youth that are staying here [in the shelter]. They told me that as a
minor I would get papers [refugee status] approved in around three to four months,
at no cost, that living here is boring, and there is not enough food. They are hungry
and bored all the time. The boys said that what the staff member told us is accurate;
immigration officers surround the town, and the only way to get out is the train or
walking across the fields again until the next town, approximately two days
walking. I don’t think I will stay here.

Pointing to another dining table, where the people with whom he arrived are seated, he continues:

The group I came with is leaving tonight. They want to walk through the night to

avoid the sun’s heat and to avoid being caught by immigration. One person in the

group says he knows how to get around the checkpoints. I am not sure if I will go

with them or not. They asked me to come with them and keep moving together to

protect each other. I might wait and rest and see if I can contact my family to send

me money and buy me some shoes, if not I might take the train. I don’t want to

walk right now with my injured feet, but my cousins told me that this town is unsafe,

and I already noticed some people here who don’t look very friendly. What I need

to do is to reach the U.S. border and then call my family for the crossing. What I

was told back in Honduras about this trip makes sense now: “This journey is for

suffering.”

After we finish eating, we part ways, and Orlan goes to sleep in the dorms—he got a bed
inside since he is a minor. The next morning, the night guard tells me that Orlan left with the same
group he arrived with, around midnight. As I stand talking to the guard, another group is arriving
at the gate, and among them is a teenager wearing nothing but boxers. The young man explains:

“I was robbed near the river; they took all my clothes and shoes. I have been walking like this

since then.”

Central American Migration through Mexico to the U.S.: An Overview

Orlan’s story exemplifies the earliest stages of a journey that countless Central American youth

have undertaken over the last decade. As scholars have noted, Central American migrants can
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move across Mexico in different ways, depending on their economic resources and networks
(Sladkova 2016). Some are able to travel from their home countries with a smuggler or guide.
Orlan, and thousands of others like him, are what I define as truly unaccompanied youth—young
people between the age of 0 and 21 who migrate without a smuggler or adult family member, and
with minimal resources and networks (Escamilla Garcia 2020). It is up to them to find a way to
traverse more than 2,000 miles of Mexico to reach the United States. Throughout this paper, I
simply refer to these youth as “youth migrants,” and [ use the age of 21 as a cutoff because it aligns
with certain governmental entities’ definition of “minor” (such as New York state), and it also
conforms with my observations in the field.

Truly unaccompanied youth are generally extremely impoverished. They leave Central
America for a wide range of reasons: to improve their living conditions, to escape the violence in
their neighborhoods caused by drug cartels or gangs, to take advantage of a family member or
friend’s loose promise to pay for their trip and border crossing, to follow compatriots who say that
the U.S. does not deport minors and will provide a good work and life.

As aresult of their backgrounds, the journeys of these youth migrants across Mexico occur
with minimal (or effectively no) economic resources, incomplete or inaccurate knowledge about
how to reach the United States, and a fragile promise of economic support in case of an emergency.
In many ways, these youth are among the most vulnerable migrants along the route. The journey
of truly unaccompanied youth through Mexico is one of the cruelest streams of Central American
migration since the end of the civil wars, and this cruelty is embedded within the structural forces
that drive contemporary international migration.

The migration of these youth migrants is novel compared to past flows. Since the Bracero

program in 1942, Mexican migrants have composed the majority of U.S migration to the U.S. The
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demographic composition of Mexican migrants historically has been of adult men (often married)
looking for work opportunities. It wasn’t until the early twenty-first century when the arrival of
other demographic groups, like women, started to be more visible and significant (Donato,
Enriquez, and Llewellyn 2017).

Central American migration to the U.S. lagged behind Mexican migration and is embedded
in global structures. According to Wallerstein’s world-systems theory, since the 19th century,
countries’ historical development has created the conditions through which states and their
subjects interact today (Wallerstein 1974; Wallerstein 2010). Core countries are those with high-
skilled jobs and capital-intensive production. In contrast, periphery countries’ economies rely on
extracting natural resources and low-skilled jobs. Core and periphery countries are connected
because the periphery countries provide the raw materials and labor needed to support the core
countries. Central American countries—specifically, Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador—
perfectly exemplify the periphery; these countries’ economics are based on monoculture
production like sugar cane, coffee, and bananas, exported almost exclusively to the United States.

Along with the historical, economic, social and cultural relationship between Central
America and the U.S. described by world-systems theory, migration scholars have explained that
this unequal relationship between states eventually develops into a migration system (Haas,
Castles, and Miller J. 2014; Portes and Rumbaut 2014), which provokes and facilitates the
movement of goods and wealth, as well as people, from the periphery to the core, where their labor
is needed and they feel can improve their living conditions (Mabogunje 1970). In many ways, the
case of Central American migration to the U.S. is a quintessential case. After Central American
countries suffered decades of cruel civil wars and economic depressions (in which the U.S.

interfered to protect its interests), these countries were left with high levels of poverty and violence,
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as well as weak states filled with corruption (Galeano 1983). As a result, Central Americans, and
especially Guatemalans, Hondurans, and Salvadorans have been migrating to the more prosperous
and safe countries in the north, especially Mexico, the United States and Canada since the 1980s
(Jonas 2014; Garcia 2006). Since then, migration from these countries to the United States has
steadily intensified and increased. From the 1980s to 2017, Central American migration from
Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador has increased by 1,350 percent (O’Connor, Batalova, and Bolte
2019), and violence and poverty have been the main drivers behind this movement (Garcia 2006;
Donato and Sisk 2015).

The U.S. has not been consistent in its treatment of these migrants. Historically, employers in the
U.S. have participated in the importation of labor from Latin America, benefiting from paying
migrant workers low wages and maintaining only loose responsibilities for the wellbeing, or
sometimes legal status, of Latin American workers (Rodriguez 2004). At the same time, the U.S.
government imposes restrictions and controls over its borders to regulate the flow of migrants from
Latin America. This exercise of state sovereignty establishes the U.S. government as a migration
state (Brettell and Hollifield 2000). A migration state manages the migratory flow arriving to its
borders and decides which migrants are permitted to enter the country (Cornelius, Martin, and
Hollifield 1994). But this puts employers’ needs and government policy at odds, and these two
contrasting policies of simultaneous welcoming and excluding create a parallel migrant industry
with wide streams of networks, actors, and institutions that facilitate undocumented migration
working in parallel with an institutional force dedicated to migration management. (Gammeltoft-
Hansen and Serensen 2013). Central American migrants are trapped between both forces: on one
hand, labor and living conditions in the U.S. encourage migration from Central America to the

U.S.; on the other hand, the U.S. government works to deter this movement.
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The Migrant Crisis of 2014 and the Effects of the Southern Border Plan

In the context of Central American migration to the U.S, the migration of minors has garnered
attention over the last decade due the circumstances that motivate youth movement, and the
constantly rising number of youth arriving at the U.S.-Mexico border. Rodriquez and Urrutia-
Rojas documented the detention of 1,269 minors were detained in South Texas, almost all from
Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador, in 1989 (Rodriguez and Urrutia-Rojas 1990). Those
youths’ migration was spurred by violence related to civil war and poverty.

However, the volume of Central American youth migrants over the last decade is quite
novel. In 2014, 25 years after Rodriguez and Urrutia-Rojas’s study, the U.S. Border Patrol detained
nearly 68,541 Central Americans under the age of 18 at the U.S.’s southern border (US-GAO
2015), an increase of 4000 percent in a 25-year period. This spike in numbers shocked the U.S.
public. Some news outlets called it a “migration crisis” and published pictures of minors crossing
the border and being held at Border Patrol stations. These images caused distress among the public
and politicians (Greenblatt 2014), which generated outrage and calls to intervene and stop their
movement.

The U.S. government took and immediate action. On July 25, 2014, President Barack
Obama met with the presidents of Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador in Washington D.C. to
discuss a single issue: “the rise of unaccompanied children traveling from Central America to the
U.S.” (The White House 2014). In that meeting, the president emphasized the danger of the journey
for Central American migrant children and argued that the United States was doing everything it
could ensure the care of those children that had already arrived in the U.S., and that Central

America and Mexico had to share the responsibility (Ibid. 2014).
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President Obama was right to be

Unaccompanied Alien Children Encountered by CBP from
2009FY to 2014FY

concerned about the number of child arrivals in
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Figure 2. The number of Unaccompanied Minors detained

Mexico border over the preViOUS 12 months (CBP in the United States from 2009 to 2014 (CBP 2015)
illustrates the magnitude of the so-called migrant children

crisis compared to previous years.

2015). Nearly all of these children came from the
three Central American countries whose presidents met with President Obama on July 25 (See
Figure 3).

In addition to mentioning the danger of the trip for Central American children, President
Obama emphasized the necessity of preventing migrants from taking such risk. From land border
to land border, Mexico is around 2,000 miles in length (World Atlas), and any Central American
without permission to be in Mexico that wants to reach the U.S. southern border must traverse
those 2,000 perilous miles. Scholars, journalists, and international organizations have all
documented the high level of violence that undocumented Central Americans migrants face while
moving through Mexico (Nazario 2007). For instance, the National Commission on Human Rights
of Mexico (CNDH 2009) estimated that 11,333 migrants were kidnapped between April and
September in 2014, a considerable increase from previous years. The same study estimated that
approximately 20,000 migrants are kidnapped per year in Mexico (CNDH 2009). A journalist
writing for The Guardian described Mexico as “[piling] misery onto Central Americans on their

way to the United States” (Lakhani 2017).
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As dangerous as it was, that danger was not enough to prevent migrants from attempting
to reach the U.S. The Obama administration understood what other developed countries have also
realized in recent years: a country like Mexico that stands between the core (the U.S.) and the
periphery (Guatemala) has a strong influence on migrant arrivals. For example, the E.U. largely
relies on Turkey to stop and deport Syrian migrants before they reach Greece, and Morocco and
Libya to stop Central African migrants. This is all part of a broader phenomenon called “border
externalization” (Zaiotti and Martin 2016). Through border externalization, developed countries
use other states, usually their poorer neighbors, to act as shields against migration (Ibid).
Developed countries benefit significantly. By subcontracting other countries for migration control,
they avoid responsibility for the human and legal rights of migrants. Countries that act as the
externalized border (here, Mexico) are incentivized in the form of domestic and international
political (and relatedly, monetary) benefits.

Mexico officialized its role as the external border of the U.S. on July 7, 2014, when the
Mexican government announced the implementation of Programa Frontera Sur (the Southern
Border Plan). The objective of this Plan\was to “bring order to migration in Mexico’s southern
region while protecting the human rights of migrants who enter and travel through the country.”
(Boggs 2015). In practice, the Plan increased enforcement along the typical migrant routes that
undocumented migrants used to move northward from Central America through Mexico and
fomented the implementation of new regulations to protect irregular migrants in Mexico (Arriola
Vega 2018). The Plan increased the number of Mexican immigration officials. Checkpoints were
set up along many roads in Southern Mexico, and two detention centers, equipped with holding

cells and vehicle inspection stations, were created along Mexico’s border with Guatemala.
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Prior to 2014, being detained and deported in Mexico was not the primary obstacle for
Central Americans migrating to the U.S. Rather, the true obstacle was crossing the shared U.S.-
Mexico land/river border (Rodriguez and Urrutia-Rojas 1990; Chavez and Menjivar 2010). To
pass through Mexico, Central Americans typically took buses or rode atop cargo trains on journeys
that were relatively free of immigration enforcement. Immigration enforcement was typically

concentrated in the border regions, especially the northern border with the U.S. (Mora Téllez

2017).

In 2014, as part of the Southern Border Plan, the

Centros de detencion para . o .
Migrantes en México Mexican Army and federal police joined forces with the
| National Institute of Immigration (INM) to create a series
of checkpoints along the main highways that connect

Southern and Northern Mexico (Ureste 2015). From

those checkpoints, migrants could be sent to detention

Figure 3. Map of the Detention Centers for centers, concentrated in Southern Mexico (see Figure 3).
Migrants in Mexico (INM 2019).

After  the Southern ~ Border  Plan’s
implementation, Mexico became a major hurdle for migrants to cross. In 2014, Mexico
apprehended a then-record 92,889 Central Americans (including adults and minors), again mostly
from Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras (WOLA 2015). This was an increase of 86 percent
compared to the previous year and represented the first time that Mexico apprehended more
migrants than the U.S. in a year. Especially revealing is the increased number of detentions of

Guatemalan, Honduran, and Salvadoran immigrants in Mexico correlates with the decrease in

detentions (around 56 percent) of the same groups from the U.S. during the same period. This
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suggests that Mexico achieved the immediate aim of the Southern Border Plan (Arriola Vega 2018;
Ureste 2015; Betancourt Ramos 2021).

Focusing on the effect of the

Apprehensions of Unnacompanied Minors in the U.S. Southern Border and

Southem Border Plan on Central Mexico by U.S. Fiscal Year (2013 to 2020)
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with a 41 percent reduction of ~°"EIP

unaccompanied minors detained in the U.S. (roughly 30,000 less). 2014 remained the year with
the lowest number of unaccompanied minor detentions in the U.S. until the COVID-19 pandemic
in 2020.'

Figure 5 demonstrates the Southern Border Plan’s impact in Mexico. Mexico’s Southern
Border States (primarily Chiapas and Tabasco) have been the main areas of apprehension of minor
migrants from 2014 to 2020, followed by non-border states, and then by the northern border states,
which physically border the U.S. (Baja California, Sonora, Chihuahua, Coahuila, Nuevo Ledn, and
Tamaulipas). Notwithstanding passage of time, the proportion of apprehensions among Mexico’s

regions have maintained their relative proportions. Around half of minors are detained in the

! The 2015 fiscal year was the only year in which the U.S. registered a decrease in the number of minors detained
while Mexico simultaneously registered an increase; in all prior and subsequent years, the number of minor
detentions rose and fell together for both countries. This suggests that the effect of the Southern Border Plan’s
implementation in 2014 directly contributed to a reduction in the number of Central American youth migrants
reaching the U.S. immediately after its implementation, and that its effect was not long-lasting.
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Figure 5. Minors detained in Mexico by Region. Source: (UPMRIP 2014, 2015,
COVID-19 pandemic. These 2016, 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020b; CRS 2019) 2016, 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020b;
CRS 2019).

numbers demonstrate that the
Southern Border Plan did not significantly alter the areas in which minors are detained in Mexico,
but instead influenced the overall number of detentions. Further, the data indicates that the
Southern Border Plan had a relatively even impact across Mexico, and its effects were not only
concentrated in Southern Mexico.

The Southern Border Plan’s temporary reduction in number of minor migrants has created
a serious human rights problem. Since 2014, reports by several international organizations and
migrant shelters have denounced the excessive use of force by Mexican authorities against Central
American migrants. Such force has consisted not only of physical violence surrounding
checkpoints and detention centers, but also of reports of officials forcibly removing migrants from
freight trains and communities. (Paris Pombo, Ley Cervantes, and Peha Muifoz 2016).
Additionally, there have been increased reports of extortion, kidnapping, and general violence

perpetrated during detention and deportation in Mexico since 2014 (MSF 2020; REDODEM 2020
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Gomez Johnson and Espinosa Moreno 2020; Barja Coria 2015). For both Central American adults
and minors, Mexico has become an almost two-thousand-mile-long minefield.

Enhanced enforcement resulted in temporary success, stopping the migration flow of
Central American youth to the United States border. Specifically looking at the detention of minors
at the southern border of the U.S., from the end of the 2013 fiscal year to the end of the 2014 fiscal
year, the number of unaccompanied minors apprehended at the U.S. border increased 76.8 percent
(68,541). In 2015, following the implementation of the Southern Border Plan, detentions of
unaccompanied minors decreased 41.7 percent (39,970). However, numbers quickly rebounded;
in 2016, unaccompanied minor detentions increased 49.3 percent (59,692) over the prior year,
nearly returning to 2014 numbers (CBP 2019). In 2017, the number of detentions of Central
Americans again decreased, except for the number of Guatemalans.? The U.S. continues to
pressure Mexico to stem migration flows, and these numbers suggest that Mexico has at least some
limited capacity to influence Central American migration.

Central American migrant youth who are able to reach the U.S. despite these deterrents
receive distinct treatment. American law and Mexican law consider minor migrants (generally
under age 18, and in some cases, 21) to be a vulnerable group.® This classification provides them
with some special rights not available to adults. For example, in both the U.S. and Mexico, minors
detained by immigration officials are sent to government-run or government-contracted shelters

that are less restrictive than jails or prisons, and where minors are held separately from adults.

2 Figure 23 in the Appendix shows that the number of Honduran and Guatemalan unaccompanied minors detained
by CBP has increased from 2017 to 2018, while Salvadoran unaccompanied minor migration has decreased.
Guatemalan migration has increased the most. No publication to date explains the reason for this data, but
Salvadoran and Honduran youth explained during my fieldwork that Guatemalan authorities are stopping and
deporting minors at Guatemala’s border. The detention of Central American minors before reaching Mexico may
contribute to a decrease in the number of minors that reach the U.S. border.

3us. immigration law depends on state-law to define the categories of minors; New York, for example, considers
people under the age of 21 to be minors.
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Minors detained in the U.S. have the right to appear before an immigration judge prior to
deportation. They often have the option to be released from detention centers and reunified with
family members in the U.S. while waiting for their immigration court hearings. Mexico also has
special considerations for minors that apply for asylum or refugee status in Mexico. For example,
an applicant must demonstrate a reasonable fear of returning to his or her home country to win
asylum or refugee status in Mexico, but the burden of proof is generally lower for minors than
adults. Instead of being dropped off at a border or transport center like adults, minors deported
from Mexico are often returned to organizations or agencies that care for minors in their home
countries.

Because of the U.S.’s more-lenient policies towards Central American minors than adults,
it has increasingly come to rely on Mexico to externalize its border (Zaiotti and Martin 2016). The
U.S. hopes to prevent Central American youth from reaching it borders and accessing the set of
protections that can eventually lead to their right to remain in the U.S. (FitzGerald 2019). This
practice of keeping potential migrants beyond the reach of its border has turned Mexico into a sort
of pre-border of the U.S. where Central Americans can be detained and deported,* and more
importantly, prevented from ever entering the U.S. The migration of Central American youth
through Mexico thus is not allowed and happens only clandestinely (Brigden 2018), full of danger

and precarity.

The Stratification of Means of Migration

Orlan’s first day in Mexico serves to illustrate the post-2014 truly unaccompanied youth migrant

experience. He was assaulted and beaten within minutes of entering Mexico, and as a result, his

4 One example of this policy is the Migrant Protection Protocols (MPP) created during the Trump administration that
allows the U.S. to right to make asylum seeker to wait Mexico for the decision of their cases.
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original plan changed dramatically. Violence prompted him to join and travel with a group of
strangers. And all of his options were sub-par: waiting in Southern Mexico and applying for asylum
would mean hunger, isolation, and a diminishing possibility of reaching the U.S. while still of the
age of 18 to avoid immediate deportation. However, continuing to move along a new route with
an unknown group of fellow migrants into a highly patrolled area meant risking being robbed,
harmed, detained, or deported back to Honduras.

Orlan’s story reveals the extreme precarity of youth who move with few resources and
weak support from their families or other resource networks. From the outset of my fieldwork, it
was clear that the thousands of minors who occupied the front pages of U.S. newspapers in 2014
were not moving by fields, trains, or rivers like Orlan. Those youth were largely moving with
smugglers or family. Instead, the precarity of migrant journeys like Orlan’s are reserved for the
most vulnerable youth like Orlan: unsupported, undocumented, and traveling with (or without) the
clothes on their backs.

This has been recognized in the literature. The clandestine movement of Central Americans
is stratified, depending on the migrant’s economic resources (Sladkova 2016). This stratification
means that migrants who have sufficient economic resources can pay for access to smuggling
networks that transport them or guide them through alternative routes that avoid potential
detention. Back in 2019, the average prices for such trips ranged from four to eight thousand
depending on the level of services required of the smuggler. Today the prices can reach the twelve
thousand. Smugglers are part of the migration industry, which consists of “a series of actors and
infrastructure that facilitates, promotes, and maintains the movement of migrants from point to
point” (Hernandez-Leon 2015). Most of the youth that reach the border of the U.S. do it with the

help of smugglers. They are moved in cars, busses, or vans from point to point, and they sleep in



30

houses or hotels, in the hands of smugglers. Their necessities like food, housing, and transport are
coordinated by smuggler networks across Mexico, who profit for their movement. And this for-
profit business is based on avoiding deportation and detention. Being smuggled is by no means a
secure way to migrate. The unscrupulous people that move migrant have total control of the
migrant’s life. While there is evidence that some smugglers provide careful service to their clients

(Slack and Martinez 2018; Achilli 2018), there is also ample evidence of how smugglers can rob,
kidnap, or sexually assault migrants with total impunity (Izcara Palacios 2017b, a, c¢; Doering-
White 2018a). Still, for many minors who reach the U.S., their movement is possible because there
are migrant networks willing and capable of paying the crossing and a migrant industry dedicated
to the international movement.

However, truly unaccompanied youth, and other migrants who cannot afford a smuggler,
have to move on their own. They typically cannot access the migration industry in the same way
as a migrant who pays a smuggler border to border, or who can afford to purchase fake travel
documents. Rather, most of these youths’ access to the migrant industry is through migrant
shelters. Literature has addressed how shelters pertain to the migrant industry; they do facilitate
migrant movement by creating a safe haven—a sort of stepping stone—for migrants as they move.
Also migrant shelters can serve as place where smugglers and coyotes “can meet and entices
potential clients at these sites” (Hernandez de Leon 2013, 13).

Instead, they move through Mexico by jumping the cargo trains that move north and south
throughout Mexico, walking long stretches from town to town during the 2,000 mile journey, and
sleeping in streets, fields, and migrant shelters along the way, all while attempting to make
themselves invisible to avoid detention and violence. And their conditions are exacerbated by the

precarity that pervades their lives: informational precarity, economic precarity, lack of migrant
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capital (migrant networks) to call on for help. Their journeys happen in the most precarious way
possible, lasting from a week to several months to years, depending on their path. And in
conformity with the findings of Basok and Wiesner, rarely did a Central American migrant youth
manage to align their original plans of crossing Mexico with their actual journey, in terms of route,
cost, and time (Basok, Bélanger, and Rojas Wiesner 2015). Despite these challenges, truly
unaccompanied youth migrants’ movement is becoming more common. Smuggler prices continue
to increase as a result of increasing enforcement, and this prohibits many migrants from accessing

their services. (Jauregui-Diaz and Avila-Sanchez 2017).

Data on the Violence Affecting Youth Migrants Moving through Mexico

While the literature generally agrees that the migrant journey is violent, quantitative data on that
violence is limited. Generally, the violence that Central Americans experience while moving
through Mexico has been documented across disciplines (Bello 2000; Cortes 2018; Lee 2018;
Cook Heffron 2019). Sabine Hess has suggested the term precarious transit zone to describe this
space (Hess 2012). This concept describes how undocumented migrant crossing of Mexico
intersects with the violence and uncertainty of this space. Anthropologist Wendy Vogt’s study of
the Central American migrant journey has shown how violence is the main determinant of
migrants’ experiences (Vogt 2018). And numerous books, articles, and reports have documented
how migrants suffer all types of abuses in Mexico: robbery, extortion, kidnapping, forced
recruitment to criminal groups, sexual aggression, and discrimination (UPMRIP 2020a; Brigden
2015; UNICEF 2018; Camargo M 2014). These abuses rise to the level of human rights violations
(Massey 2020).

Youths’ experiences stand out for their vulnerability, as highlighted by researchers and

migrants rights organizations (Coello Gémez 2020; Pavez-Soto 2016; Bello 2000; Galli 2018;
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Ruehs 2017; Escamilla Garcia 2020; Camargo M 2014; REDODEM 2017). Minors migrants are
subject to the same precarity and violence as adults, but are more defenseless. This experience can
generate long-term stress and trauma that can last long after the journeys (Torres Fernandez et al.
2017; Glockner Fagetti 2019).

Despite increasing scholarship on violence and precariousness on Central American
migration, there is little quantitative analysis of the violence migrants face in Mexico. This lack of
research is due to the fact that undocumented migrants who are actively trying to avoid authorities
and violence are elusive; they often avoid public areas to prevent detention. They can also be
fearful of reporting crimes and dealing with authorities who may detain them and deport them.
There are just two main sources of demographic information on violence against Central
Americans moving through Mexico: the Mexican government through the government body called
UPMRIP, and migrant organizations through REDODEM—the Network of Documentation of

Migrant Defense Organizations—which is the
Of the Migrants Served by REDODEM Members, What Percent are
Minors? (2013-2019)

w  overarching body that coordinates among organizations
that serves migrants in Mexico, encompassing migrant

shelters, dining rooms, and other institutions that serve

undocumented migrants on the move. Both UPMRIP

and REDODEM provide a wide range of quantitative
Figure 6. Percentage Of the Minor (0-17 years old)
Migrants Served by REDODEM Members. . . .

demographic  information about undocumented

migrants transiting through Mexico, and also on the violence that these migrants report.
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Of the Migrants Detained in Mexico, What Percent are

Both the government and civil Minors?

Minors
organizations provide informative data on the

Adults

numbers of migrants on the move. The figures

above (Figures 6 and 7) show that minors have

. o .
made up appr0x1mately 10-20% of all migrants Figure 7. Percentage Of the Minor Migrants (0 to 18 years

old) Detained in Mexico.
detained in Mexico since 2013, and 10-15% of all

migrants served by REDODEM’s member organizations. Both government and civil organizations
reported similar ranges of minors. The range of minor migrants is higher in government data, but,
in general, the range is that between 8 and 29 percent of all undocumented migrants between 2013
and 2020 have been minors, defined as individuals under the age of 18. Also notable is that the
percentage of minors increased over time, especially in 2019 when almost 30 percent of all
migrants detained by the Mexican government were minors. This increase might be related to the
increasing number of minors coming with families from Central America to the U.S., as this data
does not differentiate, as U.S. detention data typically does, between unaccompanied and

accompanied minors (Wilkinson 2019; REDODEM 2020).°

51t is important to note that, in both cases, the number of males surpasses the number of females by a ratio of 4 to 1.
In terms of nationality, Guatemalans, Hondurans, and Salvadorans represent more than 90 percent of the entire
sample. Data on LGBTQ minors is unavailable in government reporting and is only vaguely reported by civil
organizations.
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Both government and civil organizations also keep data on crimes against migrants in
Mexico, although it the data is somewhat limited and has not been kept until recently. Both

sources’ data on how many migrants experienced crime in Mexico during 2019 (the earliest

Comparison of Government and Civil Organization Data on Violence Experienced by Minor
Migrants (2019)

Number that Percent that Number of Percent of
Total number experienced experienced Number of minors that minors that
of crime in crime in respondents experienced experienced
respondents Mexico Mexico who are minors crime in Mexico crime in Mexico
Government 182,940 564 0.31% 53,507 141 0.26%
(201 9) —_— = 1 ]
Civil Org.
(April- 18,519 3477 18.78% 3,553 211 5.94%
December = =
2019)

JPMRIP & RE

Figure 8. Comparison of Government and Civil Organization Data on Violence Experienced by Minor Migrants.

available data) is condensed in Figure 8. One striking takeaway from the data is the mismatch
between the percent of migrants who reported crime through government data as compared to the
civil organizations’ data. A possible explanation is that government data, while more voluminous,
is collected only from migrants who were apprehended. As this paper will further discuss, migrants
who wish to avoid detention and deportation take more dangerous routes through Mexico, and thus
likely experience more violence than those who are detained. Secondly, migrants needed to
disclose violent events to the authorities, something they may be wont to do with government
officials. Migrants also worry that reporting a crime could result in retaliation or prolonged
detention.

The organizational data is also likely imperfect. In 2019, civil organizations reported that,
from April to December 2019, a total of 18,519 people experienced a total of 3,477, which leads
to a rough estimate of 19 percent of migrants experiencing crime. In contrast, the data shows that

just 6 percent of minors experienced crime. This number is likely skewed; minors are extremely
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vulnerable in qualitative studies (Ruehs 2017; Escamilla Garcia 2020; Nazario 2007). In my
fieldwork, I also witnessed how organizations often lack staff to fully interview migrants
(especially when they come in mass); sometimes, children are not interviewed due to their age;
and sometimes migrants simply do not disclose everything they possibly could. Though the data
is imperfect, especially with regard to minors, it is all that exists.

There are additional useful data points in the data. For example, the most common type of
crime reported to civil organizations by migrants was robbery at 33.36 percent of all incidents
reported, followed by extortion with 18.02 percent of all incidents reported (REDODEM 2020).
The government did not collect this type of data. Both government and civil organizations reported
that most crimes against migrants were committed in Mexico’s southern states that border
Guatemala—Chiapas and Tabasco (REDODEM 2020; UPMRIP 2020a).

Overall, the available data provides a general panorama of the magnitude of and type of
crime that migrants in Mexico face. From this data, we gather that minor migrants represent
between eight to 30 percent of the total number of Central American migrants, and the percentage
from this population that suffers crimes in Mexico is likely at least six percent.

However, the data I collected on violent events suffered by my interviewees revealed much
higher levels of violence than those reported by either UPMRIP or REDODEM. One of the reasons
for this difference is my definition and classification of violence, which is not entirely synonymous
with “crime.” There is no single standard definition of violence agreed upon across disciplines,
that fits all theories of social analysis. Instead, existing definitions are contingent on their aim,
level of analysis, and theoretical base (Schinkel 2010; Kilby and Ray 2014; Devault 1996; Eddie
2017; Blume 1996; Steinmetz 1999). In my research, I define an event of violence as “an act

carried out with the intention of physically and mentally hurting another person,” as reported by
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the individual who was the recipient of the violent act. Coming or choosing a definition of violence
can be problematic as violence, as intense experience and topic to research can be, exaggerated,
trivialized or muted depending on the research’s perspective (Heitmeyer and Hagan 2003). My
definition is a modified version of definition of violence made by the World Health Organization,
widely used in social sciences: the intentional use of physical force or power, threatened or actual,
against oneself, another person, or against a group or community, that either results in or has a
high likelihood of resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, maldevelopment or deprivation”
(Rutherford et al. 2007). I add the component of mental injury, to include incidents like verbal
abuse and insults related to race and gender considered harmful towards youth (Savin-Williams
1994; Skaine 2015), and that migrant youth reported to be as harmful as physical violence. I also
classify government detention and deportation as acts of violence.

In total, the 78 youth I interviewed reported suffering a total of 264 acts of violence during
their journeys. This averages to 3.38 violent acts per migrant. In total 60 youth (76 percent of my
sample) suffered at least one violent act, a percentage much higher than the figures offered by
either the government or organizations. The data on specific types of violence is also revealing.

Figure 9 below shows the frequency of violent incidents, as well as the number of youths that

Values

Total Incidents

No. Youth that Suffered
Violence

Distribution of Total Violent Incidents Reported by Youth Migrants, The number of Youth that Suffered
Each Type of Incident, and the Average Number of Each Type of Incident Per Youth (n:78)

Avg. Incident/Youth

Robbery
Persecution
Detention
Physical Attacked
Extortion
Deportation
Rape/Sexual Violence
Verbal Abuse
Kidnapping
Murder (witness)
Threaten

Torture

Defraud

63
40
41
34
27
15
15
10

6

- W

38
27
22
22
20
11
12

8

L Y N =N

1.7
1.5
1.9
1.5
1.4
1.4
1.3
1.3
1.0
1.3
1.0
1.0
1.0

Total

264

1.2

Figure 9. Incidents of Violence Committed Against Central American Youth in

my sample.

suffered such incidents, and the
average number of each type of
incidents per youth in my data.

In total, I classified 13
different types of violent incidents.
Robbery, government detention, and
their

persecution  based on
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undocumented status represent 55 percent of the total number of incidents. The average number
of these incidents per youth shows that youth who suffered these three types of incidents were
likely to suffer them more than once. In contrast, incidents like kidnapping, torture, and threats (of
harm) usually occurred to youth only once.

Specifically, regarding migrant detention, the fact that the rate of detentions (made by the
Mexican government) per youth is 1.9 suggests that most youth who were detained were typically
detained more than once. But the number of detentions does not match the number of deportations.
This is because detentions are often followed by extortion by authorities, so the migrant youth may
be released and not deported. Other variables allow similar extrapolation. For example, robbery,
for the most part, was committed without physical attack (89 percent of cases), and it was mostly
resulted in the loss of material means. In a completely extreme opposite case, the two incidents of
torture ended in extreme physical violence: one with the loss of a finger, and the other with
contusions and whip-scars on the back and head.

Overall, this data offers insights about the violence that youth migrants suffer during their
journey through Mexico. Although each of these types of violence may differ in severity, together
they show that the stakes are high for youth migrants, especially compared to the data reported by
the government and migrant-serving organizations. Besides the definitional difference in my data
set, four other reasons may explain these differences. First, my sample is composed of youth
migrants, meaning my sample encompasses youth up until their twenty-first birthday. Second, the
youth I met are travelling alone, so this excludes minors that travel with families or smuggler. This
difference might indicate higher levels of vulnerability compared to the total represented in other
datasets, which include youth who were travelling with or detained with family members. Third, I

collected data from migrants across multiple migration attempts—i.e., across their entire journeys.
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As youth are deported and try to move again, they experience more violence. This contrasts with
the data from both government and civil organizations, which do not aggregate violent events from
multiple trips. Finally, I conducted most of my interviews with migrants with whom I had spent
time in the shelters, and, as a result, with whom I had a rapport. One vivid example of this is Rita,
a 13-year-old from Honduras, who was traveling with a couple of cousins. She disclosed to me an
incident of sexual harassment suffered at the hands of other migrants in the shelter. I asked her
why she say anything to the staff, and she replied that she thought they would kick her out as a
result. But my position as neither a migrant nor staff allowed me to access this type of data that
would be otherwise hidden from government and civil organizations.

Overall, my data on violence shows that it is highly likely that a truly unaccompanied youth
will experience at least some type of violence during their time in Mexico. This violence serves as
a backdrop for the youths’ experiences—it ultimately influences where, when, how, and with

whom they travel.

The Experience the Precarious Journey: Positioning This Dissertation in the Literature

Positioning this study in the broader literature, unlike many valuable international migration
studies, my work focuses on how the migrant experiences the migration journey.

For a long period of time, the study of international movement has focused on issues
concerned with departure and arrival. The pioneer studies of international migrants like the Polish
Peasant (Thomas and Znaniecki 1918) or "Racial Assimilation in Secondary Groups With
Particular Reference to the Negro " by Park (Park 1914) were focused on the assimilation (and
control) of immigrants into their new societies, and later, one the economic inequalities that
triggered migrants’ movement (Piore 1979; Lee 1966). During these eras of Sociology, mobility

was ignored as an area of study. For example, sociologist Richard Startup’s classic work “A
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Sociology of Migration” (Startup 1971) describes Sociology’s focuses as the causes of migration
and its consequences on the receiving area. Startup only briefly describes the migrant journey as a
function that facilitates the movement of people and the obstacles they might face, and he notes
that “the journey is more often of a short and transitional nature. If this is so, the relevance of the
structure of the traveling group to an understanding of the situation after migration is
proportionately reduced.” (Ibid. :187) Accordingly, throughout much of the 1900’s, sociological
studies of the journey were secondary or absent.®

As international migration flows matured into the currents of core-periphery, or global
south to global north, that we have today, migrant journeys began to gain traction in the social
sciences and humanities. In 2008, Aspasia Papadopoulou-Kourkoula studied the migration
journeys of Africans traveling through the Mediterranean region to reach Europe. This work was
groundbreaking in the study of international mobility. Her work established a key concept for
studying migration journeys—the concept of transit migration. Papadopoulou-Kourkoula
characterized transit migration as “the situation between emigration and settlement that is
characterized by indefinite migrant stay, legal or illegal, and may or may not develop into further
migration depending on a series of structural and individual factors” (Papadopoulou-Kourkoula
2008, 5). This concept allows scholars from different disciplines to focus on the phase of migration
that corresponds to what happens between a migrant’s departure and arrival. Specifically, authors
use transit migration to focus on the migration journeys of poorer migrants who travel through a

third country on their way to their migration destination.

% One justification of the lack of focus on the journey may be that the studies of the era were primarily of cases
(mostly from Europe and Asia to United States) in which movement was not as important as in the case of Central
America, new studies have shown how these groups from Europe and Asia that migrated during the XIX century
had more complicated journeys and mobility than was previously acknowledged (Wieczorek 2018; Jacoby 2016).
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Since 2008, transit has been valuable in carving out a conceptual understanding of the
migration journeys. Authors have written about “transit states” (Khalaf, AIShehabi, and Hanieh
2015), “migrants in transit” (Iranzo 2021), and “transit countries” (Igduygu and Yiikseker 2012).
They have also focused on particular groups in transit, like women (Girardi 2010) and minors
(Derluyn and Broekaert 2005). Maria Amalia Girardi has studied Central American women in
transit through Mexico, focusing on the violence they face at the hands of criminal groups and
their condition of being undocumented (Girardi 2010). She finds that these two factors create
uncertainty around whether these women will ever reach the United States.

However, the concept is not without criticism. Criticisms of transit migration center on
three areas: 1) the concept’s lack of detail in explaining what happens during this transit stage of
migration; 2) its inability to account for cases of migrants who might turn temporary stopovers in
a country into permanent stays; and 3) its lack of analysis of the economic, geographic, social, and
political forces that create transit migration. Anthropologist Frank Diivell criticizes transit
migration’s inability to capture the structural and individual factors that trigger migration. He also
notes the difficulty in determining when transit migration begins and ends (Diivell 2012, Basok,
Bélanger, and Rojas Wiesner 2015).

Sociologists Ahmet Icduygu and Deniz Yukseker have also criticized transit migration for
minimizing the role of states in intentionally making regular migration more difficult, thus
provoking longer and more arduous undocumented transit journeys (Icduygu and Yiikseker 2012).
Their work explains that, as countries of the global north like the U.S., Australia, or Italy close
their borders to migrants from the global south, the period denominated “transit” becomes too

broad and complicated to be useful.
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In response to these criticisms, scholars have created modified approaches to transit that
recognize the complexity of migration journeys. The concept of “precarious transit zone”
discussed above, for example, describes the instability of migrants’ migratory journeys due to
efforts by transit states to deter their movement (Hess 2012, Icduygu and Yiikseker 2012).
Sociologists Michael Collyer and Hein de Haas have created the alternate concept of "fragmented
journeys." This idea tries to capture "the state of incertitude in which transit migrants move while
migrating” (Collyer and De Haas 2012). For these authors, the idea of fragmented journey involves
migrating in multiples stages, with varying motivations, legal statuses, and employment
conditions, in a context of violence and potential deportation. These circumstances can all result
in a migrant’s failure to advance and might cause them to change their plans.

A few authors have combined the concepts of precarious and fragmented journeys with
transit migration to describe and detail the arduousness and unpredictability of transit migration
(Alba and Foner 2015). Others have combined these ideas to describe the role of states in stopping
migration and necessitating long and dangerous migration journeys through transit countries
(Basok, Bélanger, and Rojas Wiesner 2015). These developments in the literature have helped
further our understanding of the reality of migration, beyond what traditional concepts like push-
and-pull and network theory could offer.

Scholars have also studied migration journeys from a perspective of migrant mobility and
migrant trajectories. This body of work centers primarily on revealing the transnational processes
that facilitate or inhibit people’s mobility (Blunt 2007; Veale and Dona 2014; Schapendonk et al.
2018; Ong 1999; Elliot, Norum, and Salazar 2017). These scholars see migration as a trajectory,
defined by periods of time and space that are, in turn, defined by a migrant’s constantly changing

circumstances (Schapendonk et al. 2018, 2). For example, Geographer Joris Schapendonk et al.’s
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study of the migration journeys of Saharan Africans recognizes two elements that define migrants’
mobility: 1) the spatial dynamics of migration, which include the spaces and areas of transit as
well as the migrant networks involved in migration journeys; and 2) and the spatial friction
occurring between people and "mobility regimes" (Shamir 2005), which refers to the entire
apparatus of laws, enforcement, and crime that shapes spaces of mobility (Schapendonk et al.
2018). Trajectories differ from the concepts of transit migration and fragmented journeys because
they recognize migration as a process, heavily influenced by states’ migration regimes and the cost
of making multiple trips.

Mobility literature is not without criticism (Presskorn-Thygesen 2015, Tapia Ladino 2017,
Khosravi 2018). Anthropologist Shahram Khosravi identifies two problems with the work of those
studying migrant mobility: their lack of precision about the interactions between migration regimes
and migrant journeys, and their failure to consider the constantly-changing trajectories of migrants
over the course of their journeys (Khosravi 2018, 2-3) . Khosravi argues that literature on migrant
mobility should recognize that scholars are collecting only snapshots of migration journeys rather
that entire journeys. They do not capture the full picture of people’s mobility. He also recognizes
that “methodologies and research techniques have not been adapted to capture the realities of an
increasingly mobile, shifting, and interconnected world" of which migrants are a part (Khosravi
2018, 1). Similarly, Michael Collyer and Hein de Haas, who helped coin the term “fragmented
journeys,” recognize that that concept “can only be used to describe the past events of the migration
itself,” and not what happens after that (Collyer and De Haas 2012, 479). That is, it does not
explore the transformation of migration journeys over time. Similarly, while the idea of transit
became a new area for further research, the concept is too broad to be used to describe how

migration journeys are experienced by migrants. Finally, the concept of migrant mobility focuses
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on immigration policies and enforcement, but it does not address how those policies change the
length, destinations, and degree of danger of migrant journeys.

Little literature has focused on how youth migrants experience transit. Two of the principal
works that exists are written by journalists. Enrique’s Journey (Nazario 2007) and The Far Away
Brothers: Two Young Migrants and the Making of an American Life (Markham 2017) follow the
tales of individual Central American youths’ journeys through Mexico. Both books address
experiences typical to many Central American minors moving through Mexico: they follow
migrants along the train routes as they encounter criminals that try to rob or kidnap them, sex
traffickers, and natural forces and landscapes like deserts, jungles, and rivers. But they are largely
journalistic accounts. Sociologist Emily Rehus (2017) has also studied Mexican minors’
conceptualization of their journey to the United States. Rehus finds that migration for Mexican
youth can serve as a “male quest story... that allows young men to take economic responsibility
for their families and provides the opportunity to escape local forms of violent masculinities.”
(Ruehs 2017, 223). Migration is a “rite of passage” required for young men to become fully
accepted in their communities. However, her work is based on youth who used smugglers, and is
based on youths’ recounting of their journeys once they are in the United States. Finally, a recent
study on North African migrants moving through Libya on their way to Europe has shown how
migrants change their decisions, conditions, and vulnerabilities as well as their identities, sense of
belonging, and expectations to keep moving to Europe (McMahon and Sigona 2018). This
literature leaves ample room for the first explanation of how Central American migrant youth

experience migration as they move.
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The Negotiation of Violence: A Central Concept

This dissertation’s central argument is that Central American migrant youth engage in a process
of negotiating violence in Mexico, and that process underlies the macro forces that create their
dangerous and precarious journeys. The concept of negotiation of violence illustrates how migrant
youth make day-to-day decisions and take actions as they move through their journeys.
Specifically, I focus on how youth feel and respond to structural forces like violence and social
pressure in an attempt to understand their journeys. By doing so, I intend to contribute youths’
perspective to the literature on international mobility and precarious migration.

As will be further set forth in the following chapters, during their migration journeys, youth
base their decisions and actions on constant learning and discovery that transforms their
conceptions of their possible options for movement. Their decisions are fundamentally aimed at
minimizing the risk of violence, while enabling them to achieve other necessary goals, such as
providing economic support for families back home, or maintaining certain relationships. These
youth know that violence may be unavoidable, and there may be no good choice. Still, they
negotiate.

This concept, too, is rooted in the literature. A migrant’s journey presents a wide range of
interactions and experiences that govern and shape migrants’ perceptions, understanding, and
movement. At the micro level, their perception of their journey is created independently from
macro-structural forces and establishes their movement as “sedimented in structure” (Fine 1991,
165) . This dissertation explores microstructures of the migration journey that can explain how
migrants feel, understand, and navigate their migration journeys.

The concept of negotiation of violence during the migration journey relates to what many
researchers define as resilience, which is “the multilevel processes that systems engage in to obtain

better-than-expected outcomes in the face or wake of adversity” (van Breda and Theron 2018,



45

237). Better-than-expected outcomes often translate to a sort of “survival” of adverse situations
like trauma or violence that otherwise would otherwise devastate groups or individuals. In
children’s studies, the concept of resilience has been used to describe their capacity to overcome
well to traumatic adversities like stress or physical abuse (Luthar 1991). Additionally, scholars of
migration in sociology have employed resilience to signal migrant communities’ capacity to resist
oppression from actors like state or extremist groups (Romero et al. 2014; Bourbeau 2015;
Martinez and Ward 2018) and provide support to address community members’ trauma.

Like resilience, the negotiation of violence is focused on how individuals respond to
adversity, but it focuses on the process and not the outcome. Where resilience requires an
understanding of how the individual ultimately coped, negotiation of violence simply asks how an
individual or group goes about making decisions or handling adverse situations in the moment.
Thus, my research takes one step back from resilience. Additionally, where resilience may focus
on a “static” point of success (Rutter 1993, 627), in my research, there often is no “good” outcome.
Thus, the concept of resilience was too imprecise to address how migrant youth actually negotiate
violence. Instead, I frame the way migrant youth face violence as a negotiation.

Rather than following a chronological sequence of the migratory journey, this dissertation
illustrates the negotiation of violence through three ethnographic windows: rumor, time, and space.
Each of these windows reflects what I found to be key elements of youths’ mobility that shape the
way youth feel and think while moving. The study of knowledge transmission, time, and space in
international migration is not novel. Numerous studies in Sociology and other disciplines have
observed that these themes are key to the study of international migration. (Tefera 2021; Griffiths,
Rogers, and Anderson 2013). Knowledge, time, and space have often been studied in reference of

how violence is enacted by states in the form of immigration laws and surveillance (Jacobsen,
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Karlsen, and Khosravi 2021; Martin 2012). And studies have recognized that approaching
migrants’ life trajectories from the perspectives of time and space opens a window to
understanding their experiences (Runde 2012; Sun 2021). This dissertation extends this literature
to explore how are each of these elements are experienced by Central American youth migrants.

Chapter 2 provides a detailed examination of my data and methods, and will further
highlight how violence is not experienced in a uniform manner by migrant youth, but varies
depending on location, social categories, and resources.

Chapters 3, 4, and 5 then center on rumor, time, and space in the youth migrant’s journey.
Chapter 3, Caravans, Microchips, Organ Trafficking, and Donald Trump: The Role of Rumor in
the Migrant Journeys of Central American, demonstrates how migrants transmit, learn, and
reproduce numerous rumors while moving through Mexico as a means of gaining and sharing
knowledge. Information about places, violent experiences, and successes or failures of moving is
transmitted among migrants through unproven rumors, in an environment where reliable
information is otherwise scares or even impossible to acquire. Despite its inaccuracy, migrants use
rumors to make decisions on where, when, and how to move.

Chapter 4, Between Borders: How the Spaces of Mexico Affect the Migration Journeys of
Central American Youth, demonstrates how distinct spaces in Mexico influence the journeys of
Central American youth. My multi-site approach allowed me to compare how journeys are
experienced by migrant youth in a wide range of different contexts. Migrant youth are aware of
how different areas and spaces represent different opportunities and challenges, and they learn to
avoid or take advantage of them. Migrant youth can also use staying in a space as a tactic for
avoiding violence or gaining economic resources. Overall, this chapter illustrates the diversity of

preferences, needs, and options for space among migrant youth.
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Finally, Chapter 5, Time in the Migrant Journey: The Paradoxical Effect of Waiting,
explores how migrant youth experience time, especially the extended time that their migrant
journeys often inevitably take due to setbacks, deportations, and timelines controlled by
institutional actors and decisionmakers. I describe the hardships that these lengthy journeys
impose, and how they affect migrant decision-making, but also highlight certain silver linings of
extended journeys, like the acquisition of knowledge and skills that facilitate future migration.
These findings reveal the importance of examining how time influences migrant journeys at the
micro level, as these micro-level forces can impact macro-level migrant flows.

Ultimately, in a world in which receiving countries are devoting immense resources to
making migrant journeys more difficult as a deterrent, I hope this research brings awareness to the
ways migrants suffer through these “deterrents,” and the impact that these difficulties can have on

their lives and the lives of those around them.
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Chapter 2: Methodology: Research Design, Data Collected, and Data Analysis

Introduction

The fundamental question posited by this dissertation is how Central American migrant youth
experience their migration journeys through Mexico and respond to the violence they face while
moving. To answer this question, I conducted an ethnography with Central American youths who
were traveling through Mexico between 2016 and 2019. This ethnographic work consisted of
systematic observation of Central American migrant youths at various points across Mexico while
they were undertaking migratory journeys, supplemented by the collection of interview data. In
this chapter, I describe how I designed and executed my ethnographic analysis and how I analyzed
the resulting data.

I begin by discussing my methodology and research design, including an explanation of
how this project’s methodology evolved as the research progressed. I then review the data sources
and data collected. I discuss the strengths and potential weaknesses of the data. Finally, I explain
my data analysis methods, focusing on the primary method I employed, grounded theory. This
chapter concludes by discussing my research’s limitations and the extent of my dissertation’s
claims.

Ultimately, this chapter illustrates my approach to conducting inductive research like
ethnography with potentially vulnerable groups, which requires the researcher to maintain a

project’s integrity while also adapting to new information and challenges in the field.

Initial Methodology and Research Design

In my research, [ aimed to see how these youth migrants experience their journeys through Mexico.

I chose to approach my fundamental research question through ethnographic and interview
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methods. Ethnography, as the act of "being there" (Geertz 2000), is an instrument to comprehend
human activity, to use words, images, maps, graphs, or charts to get us as close as possible to
seeing how other’s see the world.

Today, ethnography is a formal method or research widely used across disciplines in
unlimited settings that use self-inquiry to improve our capacity to explain human behavior. Part of
what makes ethnographic research a popular method is that it can be used to study practically any
human activity or setting. Ethnographers can spend years in communities, fully immersed in the
practice of their habitats like classical cultural anthropologists do or can be observers of passersby
in a park, like some urban sociologists do. Ethnographers can take different approaches, from those
who try to become one member of the community and perform their practices and rituals to those
who limit their research to observation of people without any direct interaction.

During my research I approached the migrant journeys of youths from the role of
“observant as participant.” In Raymond Gold’s (1958) classic description of ethnographic
methodology, the “observant as participant” approach is when the researcher is immersed in the
respondent’s world but establishes a clear line between the role of researcher and respondent. This
approach is in the middle of the spectrum between those researchers who are fully immersed in
the groups they study with the intention of become of them and those researchers that are pure
observers with minimum to no interaction with the people they observe. Part of my decision to
select the “observant as participant” approach was made following a discussion I had about my
positionality in the field that I did prior my research (Holmes 2020). Many aspects of my identity
make it impossible and inappropriate for me to attempt to present myself as a true participant or
equal. I am a Mexican, American, scholar, and adult male. I do not assume the same level of risk

as migrant youths from Central America. I cannot become a minor, or a foreigner, or a woman, or
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an undocumented individual in Mexico. Thus, from the outset under Gold’s model, I could enter
the world in which Central American migrant youths move, but I could not take on these youths’
experiences myself. Specifically, I make use of the ethnographic approach that sociologist Mimi
Sheller describes “mobile ethnography” (2006) and what Schein (2002) calls “itinerant
ethnography.” For ethnographers of mobility, the settings and individuals that we observe are not
static. Central American migrant youths are not settled in one place, and they do not move in a
single direction (or even in a linear fashion, as my research illustrates). The recognition of the
mobility in our observation this forces the ethnographer to employ techniques that are flexible and
that facilitate the observation and the experience of mobility. Among the ethnographic practices
are the actual walking with the groups observed, the creation of maps to illustrate the movement
of people and the tracing of how objects or ideas move along with people. I covered different sites
in which youths move, staying open to the intermittent and wide range and connection of
information, networks, and resources they use during their journeys. By using this approach, I was
able to account for the circulation of information youths have while move as well as to pay
attention the mobility of knowledge and perceptions that youths have during their journeys.
Fieldnotes are a critical part of the ethnographic process. I chose Van Maanen’s (1988)
confessionist and impressionist styles of fieldnotes and focused on experiences from shared
interactions with minors. In the confessionist approach, the fieldnotes are written from the point
of view the researcher, in the form of rich description. Compared to other fieldnote writing forms
that limits the writing to only what is being observed, the confessions and impressionist style also
accounts for the thoughts and feelings of the ethnographer as well of their involvement in the field.
I also noted detailed descriptions of the places I conducted my participant observations. I wrote

my notes primarily in the third person, because I wanted to avoid writing from an omnipresent
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point of view (Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw 2001, 360), instead focusing on youths and not on my
experience. I did write in first person in two instances: when I reflected on my own experience,
and when I wanted to note insights from my fieldwork.

I supplemented my fieldnotes with open interviews of the youth that I met. Necessarily, as
part of that process, I needed to determine upfront how to responsibly manage the sensitive data I
would be collecting: my respondents were undocumented minors, present in Mexico in violation
of the immigration laws, and typically lacking any parental supervision. The typical ethical
procedure to when conducting research with minors starts by requesting legal consent of the
parents or legal guardians of the minors, the institution or setting in which the research with minors
will take place (e.g., schools, hospitals, orphanages), and of the minors themselves. In my case,
since seventy percent of my sample were minors and were not with legal guardians or parents, and
no institution was responsible for them, I could not request parental consent.

Ethnographers that conduct research with similar populations of minors in vulnerable
contexts (like soldiers and homeless children) have pointed out the challenges of obtaining consent
from this particular population (Nichols 2014; Best 2007; Boyden and Berry 2004). The disparity
in power, stressful circumstances, differences in maturity, and the need for supervision can create
all kinds of dilemmas for researchers when deciding whether a minor is conscious that he or she
is participating research. For my fieldwork, I decided that because the youth were not legally
allowed to be in Mexico (as they were undocumented), I needed to protect any identifiable
information that could make them a target for immigration officers, police, or human traffickers.

Consent refers to the formal procedure (often in written form) of inform the people that are
taking part of a study about the research you are doing as well so they can opt to participate or not

or withdraw at any moment. Assent also involve informing the people take part of the study about
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their research but is often dedicated to groups like children that generally cannot legally consent
their participation, but nevertheless need to know about the research and be provided with the
option to not participate. Informed consent and assent from a particularly vulnerable group like
migrants and minors and young adults can be complex (Moore and Savage 2002). Minors may not
understand the information they are disclosing to the interviewer or how their information will be
handled. Also, because of their vulnerable positions, they may feel coerced to participate in the
interview.

To avoid these issues, during both the participant observation aspect and the interviews, I
introduced myself as a researcher the first time I met any individual, I identified the institutions I
was affiliated with, and I shared additional information about my research if requested by the
respondents. For interviews, I established a protocol to ask for informed consent and assent at the
beginning and end of each interview. Before each interview, I explained to the respondent the
reason for my presence and the purpose of the interview, what kind of questions I was going to
ask, and that they would be able to withdraw from the interview at any point in time, at which
point I would destroy any notes or recording I had of the interview. I provided each respondent
with a pamphlet with general information about my research, and if it was not possible to offer
written information (sometimes they were walking and did not want to stop, or I did not have a
pamphlet available), I shared my email address and name on a piece of paper. I also explained to
each interviewee that they did not have to answer any questions they did not want to, and that they
could withdraw their consent at any time. At the end of each interview, I again asked each
respondent for their consent and/or assent to be participants in my research. I also asked them if

there were any portions of the interview that they did not want to be included in my research.
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While interviewing is a method of research by itself, and not all ethnographers interview
the people they meet and spend time with, the ethnographic interview is a method that often
overlaps with ethnography. Generally, ethnographers do interviews to learn more about the people
studied (Allen 2017). These interviews vary in form and style, from casual conversations in public
spaces to formal and systematic interviews of communities or groups (Walford 2018). In my case,
I decided to incorporate interviews with the youths I met during my fieldwork to have more
detailed knowledge of the violence youths suffered prior to my meeting them and their plans to
keep moving. While I had the chance to learn about youths’ journeys during my informal
interactions in the field, I felt that interviews would provide me with a more structured way to
document and analyze this information in a way that fieldnotes cannot. For these interviews, I
created an interview guide which I will describe in the following paragraphs.

I applied my substantive frame to create an interview guide (Weiss 1994, 45). Interview
guides have the intention to aid the research to order their research questions. There is a wide
variation on type of interview guides that vary on the need on the interview. I chose to follow a
semi-structured style consisting of open-ended questions in order to build narratives about youths’
journeys. Where a closed set of questions (like structured interviews) may have rendered more
uniform data across each respondent, I anticipated that I may have short windows of time to talk
with migrant youths and that depending on the youth’s story and circumstances, the interview
structure needed to be flexible.

I divided the semi-structured interview script into three broad chronological categories that
followed youths’ migrant journeys: 1) pre-migration arrangements; 2) the journey up to the point
where we met; and 3) the youth’s plan for the future from the time we met. I did not follow these

categories chronologically for each respondent (See Figure 34). I typically began every interview
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by asking youths about the day the respondent decided to leave their countries. The conversation
then typically followed one of two directions: either looking back to learn more about the
circumstances leading up to their migration or looking forward to the respondent’s future plans
and desires for continuing their migration. When I was able to record audio of an interview, I did
not take written notes, and instead transcribed the interviews as further described below, in order
to avoid any distractions during the interview. When I was unable to record interviews, I took
written notes during the youth’s interview, writing down additional impressions after the interview
concluded.

I also designed specific procedures for collecting data during interviews. For example,
because I was interested in understanding youths’ journeys, every time a youth mentioned a violent
incident during an interview, I asked for the exact location where the violent event occurred. I also
asked about the locations through which each youth moved and how much time they spent at each
site and in transit. And, because [ was interested in understanding the process through which youths
acquired information on their journeys, when a respondent expressed beliefs, observations,
judgments, or uncertainty about places, peoples, institutions, or actions, I often inquired and
documented the source of their knowledge as well as the certainty about the information. In asking
about sources and the certainty of knowledge, I discovered much of how the rumors influence the
journey of youth migrants.

During my fieldwork, the length and type of my interactions with youth migrants varied. I
sometimes briefly met with migrant youths while they were on the move, heading for the train or
asking for food or work in the streets. In latter case, the act of moving with migrant youths broke
the tension of my presence as I become (momentarily) another person exploring and moving

through a new space. However, most of the youths I interviewed were staying in migrant shelters
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or were waiting in the street for their next move. The reality of persecution and violence face by
youth migrants during their journeys makes creates suspicion toward establishing relationships or
openly talking with strangers. The trust that ethnographers built in longer time periods spend in
with those who study are not possible in communities like mine that is disperse, constantly
movement and persecuted. I built rapport with those youth, pacing my observation, staying aware
of the instances in which they move, they wait and stay but also how they move, stay and wait. In
practical terms, my approach implied living alongside them, playing soccer, walking around the
block, or helping them with immigration procedures like filling out forms, helping them to create

email accounts, or accompanying them to immigration facilities.

Adapting My Initial Research Design to the Realities of the Field

With this research plan in place, the realities of work in the field required flexibility and adaptation.
This section discusses the primary challenges I faced in conducting both participant observation

and interviews, and how I adapted my methods to address them.

Participation
The degree to which I could be a participant observer of migrant youths’ journeys varied more
than I initially expected. It quickly became clear to me that it would be incredibly dangerous to
observe the full migrant journey. As one youth put it, “[ Y]ou have to be crazy to do what I do just
for fun... How is it that you are here with us when you could be in the U.S.?”” As discussed above,
my positionality would prohibit me from participating in the migrant process, especially as it
relates to the experiencing of violence. Migrant youths’ experience with violence is tied to their
condition of illegality, age, gender, and economic resources, along with other characteristics I do

not share with them. My fieldnotes from Tenosique, Tabasco in June 2016 reflect this realization:
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I was walking with some migrant youths (and migrant adults) across the road in the
outskirts [of Tenosique, a small town in Southern Mexico]. The group left the
migrant shelter hours before and was about to leave the road and walk through the
fields to avoid immigration checkpoints. Suddenly, a truck of Mexican Immigration
officials passed the road in the opposite direction and stopped a couple of meters
behind us. When we saw the truck stop, all the migrants ran off the road. All but
me rushed a barbed wire fence and tried to cross it. In doing so, some of the
migrants started to scream as their clothes and skin were being ripped by the metal
spikes of the barbed wire. I didn’t cross the barbed wire fence, because I didn’t feel
the fear necessary to risk getting infected wounds that develop into pain, fever, and
amputations.

I stayed there, and immigration officers stopped to talk to me. I was Mexican, and
I told them I was Mexican. They didn’t believe me at first, but, in their own words:
"your lack of fear and your accent showed me that you were Mexican." The officers
did warn me that I could be accused of smuggling for helping and facilitating the
migrants’ movement and potentially profiting off them. As the officers pressed me
a little more, and threatened to call the police, I mentioned that I was volunteering
with the local migrant shelter that give food, shelter, and legal services to the
Central Americans migrants that transit through that border, and then they backed
down. However, they warned me not to be seen walking with migrants.

On my way back to the migrant shelter, I couldn’t help but think how, no matter

what I could do to “participate,” my life and the lives of migrants will never be the

same. [ was embarrassed for thinking that I could achieve even a semblance of the

same experience as them. We might be walking on the same road, but we have

different lifestyles, perceptions, cultures, experiences, and necessities. If I want to

know how these youths experience the journey, I will have to do more than pretend

to emulate them (Tenosique 2016).
This experience early in my fieldwork was one of many that reminded me not to assume that being
in the same place as a migrant would give me a full understanding of their experience. To reduce
the human experience to the physical body leaves out social and cultural aspects that are also part
of the experience (Farnell 1994, 937). Nor was it worthwhile to try to fool myself. Robbery,
kidnapping, severe injuries, and physical violence were rampant along the migrant trail. And to

pretend to experience what migrants experience would be disrespectful to these youth, who face

danger out of necessity, not by choice.
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I did share many experiences with migrant youth. I walked along some areas where
migrants typically move, I took two very brief train commutes, and I accompanied them to
immigration offices to apply for asylum as part of my volunteer work at shelters. I ate, drank, and
slept in the same way they did for month-long stretches. But I was careful to always be conscious

of my positionality.

Interviews
Conducting interviews with youth migrants also required adaptation and flexibility. Below, I
review some of the challenges I faced in collecting interview data.

Short Time Frame. Writing fieldnotes and conducting interviews came with unexpected
challenges. I interviewed under a wide array of circumstances: waiting for admission to a shelter,
walking with migrants on their way to the train, right after being persecute, or while in the line
waiting for food. In many instances I had only one chance to meet the individual, and my assent
and consent protocol was reduced to a short sentence of information: who I was and my interest in
speaking with them. And when working in a short space of time, I had to get as much information
as possible, quickly.

Chronological Order. My chronological approach to interviews was not always functional.
Many youths, particularly the very young ones, did not follow events chronologically and forgot
or confused the names of the towns they visited during their journeys. Other youths had been on
more than one journey, and there was confusion about the events of their travels. This meant that
some youths were unable to provide complete timelines. To tackle this challenge, I kept a
handwritten timeline of the events. This method helped me to detect missing episodes of the

youths’ journeys and helped me collect more accurate data.
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Observing Mixed-age Groups. Youth are not isolated from adults during their migrant
journeys. Migrant youth share the same spaces, and many parts of their journeys, with adults, and
they form all kinds of relations with adults. And adults, not youth, form the majority of migrants
who move through Mexico. Thus, in some instances, youth migrants formed friendships with other
youths to travel and share resources, and I was able to interact exclusively with youth. But, often,
I'had to conduct participant observation of groups consisting primarily of adults, with a few youths
mixed in.

Discussing Violence. Many of my respondents had suffered extreme instances of trauma,
often involving sexual or physical violence. When such instances arose in my interviews, I avoided
asking questions that might create stress on the youth, and instead left questions open-ended so the
respondent could share only as much as they were comfortable sharing. In some instances,
recalling these episodes led to long periods of silence from the respondent, or to the respondent
becoming upset. When that was the case, I did not move forward with that topic in the interview
unless the minor asked specifically to continue. Instead, I would offer the respondent the
opportunity to change topics, or to end the interview completely (at which point, I would again ask
if they consented to participation, offering an opportunity to completely withdraw).

There were also instances in which youth disclosed having committed brutal acts like
robbery, sexual assault, and murder. In those cases, I was careful to reserve judgment, and I
focused on asking questions about those instances only if that information was linked to their
migration journeys.

Keeping Interviews on Track. Many minors openly told me they thought I was either an
immigration officer, part of the Mexican army, or the U.S. government, and did not trust my

interest in their journeys, this happens even after consent and assent was acquired. In some cases,
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the youth I met were extremely reserved or not interested in talking about their journeys, even
though they consented and assented to participate.

Finally, in some cases, youths wanted to use the interview process as a way of getting
information. As a result, during my interaction with some youth, interviews were mixed with topics
like my life in the U.S., music, and how to get legal status in Mexico. I understood these patterns
as an expression of what youth migrants genuinely wanted to know, which was equally valuable
information for my research. Below is an example from my interview with Nico, a 16-year-old
Salvadoran boy:

Angel: What do you plan to do when you get to San Luis [Potosi]?

Nico: I don’t know, call my relatives so they can send me money?

Angel: In the U.S. or in El Salvador?

Nico: And what will happen to me if I cross?

Angel: Where?

Nico: To the U.S.?

Angel: Ahh well, several things can happen to you. If you want, once we finish the
interview, we can talk about that.

Nico: Because they told me that the minors are sent for adoption, and I don’t want
anyone to adopt me, [ have a family.

Angel: And who told you that?

Nico: That’s what other migrants told me in Tenosique, that since I don’t have a
father or a mother [with me], if they [Mexican immigration officials] catch me, they
will have to send me to be adopted.

Angel: Well, I do not know of a case like that, I don’t recall any case of adoption
in Mexico.

Nico: Then what are they going to do to me?

Angel: Well, they stop you first and then it’s a whole process.

Nico: And they won’t put me in jail, right?

Angel: I don’t think so?

Nico: Ahhh, then, I will keep moving! I was already regretting it [leaving my
country| because I said, man! someone is going to adopt me! I don’t want to be
adopted, but if I refuse, then they will put me in jail! I was already thinking about
staying here in Guadalajara instead.

Angel: And who told you about being adopted?

Nico: That’s what the other minors who were there [in Tenosique] were saying.

Interviews like Nico’s were common during my research. While the interview deviated from my

planned script, I learned about the transmission of knowledge and rumors about the journey. This
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illustrates how, in practice, I had to balance my data collection between following a script and
allowing respondents to talk and express what was most interesting to them.

Defining Youth. 1 initially planned to study the migration of minors, based on the U.S.’s
legal definition in the migration context—individuals under the age of 18. However, in the field, I
expanded my focus to include youth, which I define as individuals age 21 and under. In social
science there is a recognition that the is not a universal notion of childhood and also that the
transition to childhood doesn’t necessary correlates with the legal definition (Norozi and Moen
2016; Collins and Mead 2021). More importantly, in my research I found that focusing just on
minors will limit my understanding of on the transition from minor to adults and its intersection
with immigration law and the migrant journey. This is because I found how most youths knew that
crossing the U.S. before turning 18 would benefit them from not being deported from the U.S. In
various cases, I found how 18- or 19-years old youth started their journeys as minors and some
were about to turn 18 years old in the following weeks after I met them. These findings were not
a surprise to me; you expect migrants to take advantage of any opportunity. It was a surprise to
meet 18 years old and older youths who knew about this policy and, even so, for some reason,
didn’t come before when they were minors. As a result, I decided to include some youths from 18,
19, 20, and some 21 years old in my sample. I decided to extend my research sample’s age to
compare the group of minor migrants to the older group, observe differences between both groups,
and see how immigration law influences the decision to migrate among people when they
transition from minors to young adults.

sk
Overall, the adjustments I made to my research plan in the field were successful. In all but

10 cases, I was able to collect the timelines of each respondent’s migratory journeys, as they
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remembered them. My fieldnotes followed the same structure and sequence, and, despite some
variation in length, I was able to consistently recollect and document my interactions with migrant
youth. The flexibility of my methodology allowed me to capture and incorporate the new themes
and findings as I spent time in the field. This, in turn, gave my data depth beyond the scope of my

original plan.

Data Collected

In total, I interviewed 86 youths and collected approximately 100 single-spaced typed pages of
fieldnotes over the course of 6 months (divided in 4 years). Of the interviews, 55 were voice-
recorded, and 31 were handwritten. I took fieldnotes in three different ways: handwritten, typed
on a computer, and voice recorded. After leaving the field, I converted all handwritten notes and
voice recordings into typed notes. For security purposes, all my data is saved in an encrypted hard
drive. My Excel master sheet file and MaxQDA coding file are saved in the in the hard drive and
also on my cloud drive account for accessibility purposes.

I also collected maps of migration routes, informational pamphlets, and children’s
drawings (see Figure 25 in the Appendix). Finally, I took limited pictures during my time in the
field. Some pictures were of spaces or geography, and I occasionally took pictures of youths when
waiting for the train, preparing to walk or closeup of injuries. For all pictures of people, I obtained
the subject’s assent prior to taking the photograph.

My interviews can be viewed across four axes: age, gender, and nationality of the
respondent, and region of Mexico where the interview was conducted (see Figures 26 to 30 in the
Appendix). The distributions of age, gender, and nationality of respondents across my interview
set matches the makeup of the population of youths that typically migrate through Mexico

according to data registered by the Migrant Defense Organizations’ Documentation Network
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(REDODEM 2020). Since 2015, this body of Mexican civil organizations compiles data collected
from nearly all migrant shelters in Mexico. For example, most youths (78%) I interviewed were
men, 8% were gender non-conforming, and 14% were women (see Figure 26 in Appendix);
REDODEM data shows a similar distribution for the case of minors (under 18 years old). For
regions (see Figure 33) where interviews were conducted, I achieved a roughly homogenous
sample between Northern, Central, and Southern Mexico, as those regions are defined by the
REDODEM in their annual reports.

I conducted most of my interviews between 2016 and 2019. In total, I conducted 29
interviews in 2016, 16 in 2018, 39 in 2019, and 2 in 2020, (see Appendix Figure 29). During those
years, [ was in locations with high volume migrant flows, and 2019 particularly saw high migrant
flows across Mexico (see the time spend at each region in Appendix Figure 30). I also conducted
around 25 different interviews with officials, activists, and academics that work with migrant
youth. These interviews help me to understand the context of the places I visited, as well as learn
from their experiences in the field. These interviews were used in combination with my fieldnotes

to create the narratives in the following chapters.

Method of Analysis: Grounded Theory

Grounded Theory

There are multiple methods of analysis for ethnographic fieldnotes and interviews like content
analysis, discourse analysis, and narrative analysis. However, the grounded theory method of
analysis has a special appeal for those who analysis of the issue or case exploring happens while
doing the research. Grounded theory allows a researcher to create a set of explanations about the
issue from the data itself, rather than previous theories (Chun Tie, Birks, and Francis 2019;

Bamkin, Maynard, and Goulding 2016; Corbin and Strauss 2008; Charmaz 2006). I analyzed my
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data using grounded theory in the classical approach of Glasner and Strauss (1999). This method
of qualitative analysis uses qualitative data (often fieldnotes and interviews) to analyze, compare,
and build theories about how groups, cultures, institutions, or social settings work (Noble and
Mitchell 2016; Charmaz 2006, 2013). These theories are generated by the constant comparison
and testing of the concepts against the data to either refute or strengthen the statements and theories
in hand. While grounded theory doesn’t seek to create universal theories, researchers can apply
generalizations as “cases of” a theory that can be observed in other settings (Glaser and Strauss
1999, 104). Thus, the theoretical power of grounded theory is that it helps to explain and predict
other cases which ultimately strengths its explanatory capacity. Since its publication in 1975,
grounded theory has been one of the primary methods of analysis for ethnographers.

One of the advantages grounded theory gives an ethnographer is inductive orientation that
is flexible enough to allow theory to interact and be corrected by the data itself. The theories, or
statements generated in grounded theory are not rigid concepts, but instead are in a constant
“process” of refinement (1999, 32). This means that theories are written as a theoretical discussion
that can tested in other settings and be reinterpreted or augmented with the evidence refutes it
(similar to what Blume (1954) describes as “sensitizing concepts”). Grounded theory generates
theory in the "middle range” (Atkinson 2017)—the generated theories do not attempt to explain
society generally, but instead explain how particular social groups, institutions, or communities
operate in their everyday lives.

The creation of theories through grounded theory comes primarily from designing and
coding “conceptual categories” in a data set (Hallberg 2009). Conceptual categories are the themes
that the researcher pulls out from the data; these themes are typically based on previous literature

(theories) and the data itself. These categories inform the categorization and coding of the data
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itself, allowing researchers to create coding schemes from which patterns emerge. I will discuss

this in the next section.

Code Scheme Progression and Analysis

Applying grounded theory, my research seeks to explain how members of a group (Central
American youth migrants) navigate a harsh and violent reality (their migration journeys through
Mexico). My research was grounded in the hypothesis that migrant youths are not passive subjects
of violence but react to the different obstacles presented in their journeys. From this hypothesis I
concentrate my observation (and fieldnotes) on knowing both the different obstacles that youths
found during their journeys and how they solved them. Likewise, my interviews aimed to know
the about the violence that youths have experienced during their journeys (see Figure 23 at the end
of the Appendix). As grounded theory anticipates, my coding scheme, much like my research
design, evolved over the course of the project. This subsection describes the evolution and
application of my coding scheme.

To analyze my interviews, I used MaxQDA, a software that helps to code, organize, and
manage interviews and fieldnotes, as well as create charts, graphs, and maps of the set of codes
used during the interviews. In addition, I created a master spreadsheet with all the major categorical
variables of my data (gender, age, nationality, etc.).

When I returned from my first summer in the field in 2016, I devised an initial coding
scheme for my interviews and fieldnotes. Given my initial research question, this first scheme
focused largely on demographic and type-of-violence. I thought these variables would be key to
track based on my research design, and on the experiences of and strategies used by youths as part

of their journeys. As shown in the tables below, these codes included robbery, injuries, places
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through which the youths crossed, and basic demographics (age, gender, and nationality). The
second group of codes were unquantifiable, meaning the codes were flags for underlying themes
like fear, thoughts, dreams, opinions, and youth violence strategies. I intended to use the
quantifiable codes to create maps and run basic statistics that would describe the violence that
youth migrants suffer in Mexico. But the unquantifiable codes were the true core of my research

and helped me describe and explain the strategies employed by migrant youth.

Scheme for Coding Analysis

Research Question: How Do Migrant Youth Migrants Experience and Respond to The Violence Suffered
During Their Journeys Through Mexico?

Demographic and Type of Violence Codes Unquantifiable Codes

e Incidents of Violence e Strategies and Adaptations
o Robbery e Knowledge
o Injury e Emotions
o Deportation e  Opinions/Thoughts
o Detentions o Dreams (Expectations)
o Emotional and Physical Harm e Thoughts about Journey
e Places Crossed e Plans for Moving
o Amount of Time in Each Place e Experiences with:

o Region of Mexico
Deportations (if applicable)

Demographics
o Age
o Gender
o Nationality
o Year
Type of Transportation
o Train
o Walking
o Taxi
o Bus
o Other

o Police, Army, Enforcement
o People
o Other Migrants

By the end of my first summer in the field, I had learned that youth migrants were not
simply passive subjects of violence—they reacted to it, or negotiated violence. Finally, the youths’
experiences during their migrant journeys generated knowledge and impressions, that in turn
influenced the remainder of their journeys.

These realizations, and the resulting additional literature I reviewed, required me to update

my coding scheme. After returning from my first round in the field, I added additional codes (in
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both types of codes) to account for the relation between geographic regions and violence. I
redefined the concept of "knowledge" as "transmission of information," and I included new set of
subcodes for rumors, reputations, and legal consciousness. Finally, I added new codes grounded
in sociological concepts like migrant networks, emotions, and legal consciousness (Temores-
Alcantara et al. 2015; Carling and Collins 2018; Baldassar 2015). The updated code scheme with

which I recoded my previously coded interviews and fieldnotes was as follows:

Scheme for Coding Analysis #2

Research Question: How Do Migrant Youth Migrants Experience and Respond to The Violence
Suffered During Their Journeys Through Mexico?

Demographic and Type of Violence Codes Unquantifiable Codes
e Type of Violence e Negotiation of Violence
o Robbery o Knowledge
o Deportation o Time
o Detention o Regional Context
o Physical Harm e Strategies
o Kidnapping o Change Identity
o Extortion o Change Plans
o Sexual Harm e Pace .
o Defraud o Moyllng
e Region of Mexico Crossed o Walt.mg
o Staying

o Southern
o Central
o Northern

o Transmission of Information
o  Reputation
Rumors
Legal Consciousness, Policies
Feelings and Experiences

e Number of crossings to Mexico (from their
home countries)

O O O O O O

o Deportations Emotions
o Detentions Desires
o Imprisonment Trauma
e Demographic o Thoughts
o Age e  Adaptation of their Journeys
o Gender e  Mobility

o Nationality o Deterrence, Facilitators for

o Rural/Urban (place of origin) movement
e Time in the Mexico
e Reason for Leaving Home Country
o Violence
o Economic
o Other
e Reasons for moving to the US (or Mexico)
o Violence
o Economic
o Family Reunification
Migrant Networks in the US?

Interactions
o General People
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o Institutions
o Other Migrants

With the final code scheme, I constructed the themes that appear in my chapters and created
maps and charts to illustrate the general trend on violence among youth migrants. I used
demographic concepts to generate charts and maps of the episodes of violence that youths suffered
during their journeys in Mexico. Figure 31 (see Appendix), for example, demonstrates how youths
of different genders are more likely to suffer different types of violence. Such charts and graphs
were crucial to my understanding of the youth migrant’s journey. I also located 56 different towns
and cities where youth migrants moved and experienced some type of violence. This allowed me
to generate maps of cases of violence like robbery, kidnapping, or detention. Figure 32 of the
Appendix shows the distribution of incidences of robbery reported by respondents. This reveals
that incidences of robbery are concentrated in Mexico’s southern region.

My analysis of the unquantifiable codes was different. Instead of creating charts and maps,
I analyzed the patterns of the codes I was creating, as well how they related to each other. In
grounded theory this process is the creation of ‘“conceptual categories” and ‘“‘conceptual
properties,” and the determination of how they relate to each other (Glaser and Strauss 1999, 35).
For grounded theory, categories are the core of the theory (like the category of violence) and
properties reflect “a conceptual aspect of the category” (1999, 36). This means that properties are
researchers’ abstractions grounded in the data that show how a category operates or functions in
relation to other categories. Together, categories and properties become the basis to explain the

large theories of the questions that we are trying to explain.
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Following the guidelines of Glaser and Strauss, I began by looking at the properties of the
categories coded in my data, and they worked together in combination with the rest of the
categories. This process involved a constant back-and-forth, seeing how the properties I coded for
my categories worked in the different cases in my fieldnotes and interviews. The recoding process
is part what in grounded theory is known as verification of theory. In this process, categories and
properties made either using new data or by reconceptualizing the already existing data are
compared and verified (Glaser and Strauss 1999, 119). This recoding then allowed me to
specifically observe the rumors circulated among youth migrants. To illustrate my analysis of the
unquantifiable codes, below is an example of my analysis of the conceptual category of negotiation

of violence.

First Coding
I initially had a code called "Knowledge," which I had defined as any substantial and qualitative
information that youths have about their journeys in Mexico. During my data analysis, I found that
this category was too broad: While much of the knowledge that youths expressed came from their
migrant networks and their own research, most of what I categorized as knowledge was uncertain
information that circulated among youths and other migrants moving through Mexico. I began to
code this type of knowledge as uncertainty. The following excerpt of an interview shows how I
coded for knowledge and uncertainty (signaled with an *):

Angel: Why didn’t you get on that train?

Benja: Because I did not want to go through that part of the border [Tijuana].

Angel: Why not?

Benja: Because I hear it is very dangerous.

Angel: What have you heard about that?

Benja: So, I heard that the first [migrant] caravan that came from Honduras. That
they got all way up to Tijuana, and a lot of them got stuck there and still haven’t
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been able to cross the [U.S.] border. There are a lot of people stranded there, so it
is more dangerous. Some were sent back [to Central America]. *Knowledge
Angel: How did you find that out?

Benja: | am always listening to people talking, and I remember everything.
Angel: Are you sure that this information is correct?

Benja: [ am not positive, but that’s what people were talking about when we were
walking. *Knowledge

Angel: And if that’s not true [about Tijuana], what are you going to do?

Benja: Well, right now that’s all I know, that’s why I have to be careful as I go.

My fieldnotes similarly reflected how youths used uncertain information to make decisions. The
following paragraph is an example of my coded fieldnotes:

“Migrants listen to everything and everyone to get information about where to

move next. What town to move to next, what precautions to take, what cities to

avoid. They also recognize that there is not a way to know if this information is true
or not, but they do pay attention to it anyway.” (Notes, July 2016) *Knowledge

Re-Coding
Notes like this started to be more common during my fieldwork, and I began to specifically ask
and look for information considered by youth migrants as neither true nor false but that they still
relied on. In reviewing the literature for similar concepts, I found that the concept of rumors, which
is a story or a piece of information “that is suspected because of its uncertain and unauthorized
origins within a social system” (Fine, Campion-Vincent, and Heath 2005, 1). As a result, |
reviewed many of the segments previously coded as "knowledge" and added the subcode
"uncertainty.” On top of adding the code “uncertainty,” I also began coding the properties of the
rumors subcode, which included, as shown below, “Deterrent of Movement” and “Potential
Deportation.” The re-coded segment is now as follows:

Angel: Why didn’t you get on the train?

Benja: Because I did not want to go through that part of the border [Tijuana].

Angel: Why not?

Benja: Because [ hear it is very dangerous.
Angel: What have you heard about that?
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Benja: So, I heard that the first [migrant] caravan that came from Honduras. That
they got all way up to Tijuana, and a lot of them got stuck there and still haven’t
been able to cross the [U.S.] border. There are a lot of people stranded there, so it
is more dangerous. Some were sent back [to Central America]. *Knowledge
*Rumor

Angel: How did you find that out?

Benja: [ am always listening to people talking, and I remember everything.
Angel: Are you sure that this information is correct?

Benja: I am not positive, but that’s what people were talking about when we were
walking. *Uncertainty *Transmission of Knowledge *Other migrants *Walking
Angel: And if that’s not true [about Tijuana], what are you going to do?

Benja: Well, right now that’s all I know, that’s why I have to be careful as I go.

The process described above allowed me to create more detailed categories to analyze my data and
develop a more refined and develop answer to my main research question. Below is a scheme of
the evaluation of my findings as my research evolved from my first to my third fieldwork
experience.

Primary research question: How do migrant youth migrants experience and respond to the
violence suffered during their journeys through Mexico?

First Fieldwork Iteration
Statement: Central American youth migrants develop strategies to survive
violence during their journeys.

Finding: Youth did not necessarily know what violence they were facing, and in
many cases, they did not have strategies per se to deal with violence. Youth
change their plans regularly as they move.

Second Fieldwork Iteration
Statement: Youth migrants adapt their migration journeys as they move through
Mexico toward the U.S.

Finding: Youths do not necessarily make willing decisions during their journeys
in Mexico, and the changes they are willing to make might vary depending on
their preferences and interest. The relation between migrant youth and their
journeys is more complicated than creating strategies and adapting their
journeys—youth migrants experience and negotiate their journeys and its violence
differently at different times.

Third Fieldwork Iteration
Final Statement: Youth migrants’ journey experiences are a constant adaptation
where, while they aim to avoid violence and keep moving to the U.S., the results
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are unpredictable. This situation results in the process of negotiation between

youth migrants and the violence of the journey. Rather than seeing youth migrants

as being at complete mercy of the violence or fully capable of avoiding violence,

the concept of negotiation describes the journey as a process. In this process,

migrants deal with an unpredictable violent context by learning/discovering and

making sense of what aspects of the journeys can be avoided and transformed and

which ones cannot. In exchange for this negotiation, migrants transform their

goals and desires, modifying their original plans partially and, in some cases,

completely but not necessarily permanently. This case represents humans’

capacity to achieve and survive extreme circumstances, not facing it, not winning

it, not overcoming it, but negotiating with it. This dissertation will show how this

interaction between migrants and the journey that I label as a negotiation comes to

happen.
The evolution of my research statement from strategies to negotiation resulted from grounded
theory’s approach of comparison of data and seeking of concept’s properties. The results presented
in this dissertation are the results of this comparative process that resulted in an ethnographic

narrative.

Limitations of this Study

Despite the extensiveness of my research work, they are limitations about its scope that need to be
clarified. First, the sample of my interviews (86) does not have any statistical power. Since 2014,
hundreds of thousands of minors have been crossing Mexico, yet my research doesn’t attempt to
make any statistical attempt to cover the more significant trend. The charts and percentages showed
in my dissertation (e.g., six youths reported sexual harassment from another migrant) reference the
sample. Second, I conducted my fieldwork in different years and different places. This
heterogeneity in time and location might be perceived as affecting the validity of my results and
findings. However, I argue that the difference does not necessarily have to be a problem for my
research because [ am comparing regions, so a different regional sample is part of the consideration

of my research.
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Regarding the years’ variation, although I recognize that from 2014 to 2019, Mexico has
changed its treatment toward migrants (increasingly discouraging their movement), during my
fieldwork and analysis, I made an effort to take this variation into account. In addition, these
changes became part of the research itself. As set forth in the following chapters, this continuous
change is part of Mexico’s migratory context that makes the journeys of Central American youths
uncertain and increases violence. Therefore, differences in years and regions ultimately became
more part of my research than a problem.

Finally, although my research is about the journeys of Central American youth, I did not
fully experience the journey of each youth I met. It would be impossible to do given each journey’s
wide variation in length and time. Also, I did not follow up on the progression of the youth’s
journeys after I left them. This is worth noting as in most cases, it is not possible to observe the
final results of their migration journeys. My interest was not to calculate this outcome. My research
focuses on the youth’s experience of the journey. My research does not presume a linear aspect to

the migratory journey but rather reflects a diverse experience and often a serpentine journey.

Conclusion of Methods and Data Section

When I began graduate school, one of my goals was to deepen my knowledge of the empirical
aspect of ethnographic research. The way in which we scholars translate our observations and
interviews into a consistent, reproducible interpretation of how our society works is important for
both the academic community and the general public. By offering a clear description of the
research process and its findings, research gives other researchers (and anyone who is interested
in the matter) the opportunity to learn the limitations and strengths of a study and to open the

conversation to enhancing the understanding of the matter in a coherent way. This section
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establishes how I conducted my data collection and analysis in an attempt to further the discussion

on ethnographic methods, and to help the reader analyze the strength of the study.
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Chapter 3: Caravans, Microchips, Organ Trafficking, and Donald Trump: The Role of
Rumor in the Migrant Journeys of Central American Youth

A Free Ticket to the Border?

Saltillo, Coahuila, June 19, 2019.

It is seven in the morning at the migrant shelter near the
railroads in Saltillo, Coahuila, a large industrial city in Northern
Mexico located 185 miles south of the closest U.S. border (see

figure 10). The 100 migrants who spent the night at the shelter

are starting to chatter. Something odd happened the night Figure 10. Map showing [h; Iocation (; £ Saliilo.
before.

Before everyone went to sleep last night, three Salvadoran migrant men who were staying
at the shelter gave three first-class bus tickets to three other migrants for free, and then left shelter.
The bus was set to depart at noon the next day for the border city of Nuevo Laredo, a 180-mile
trip. They gave the tickets to three different migrants, none of whom were traveling together. None
of the recipients had met the Salvadorans before arriving at the shelter the day before, and the
recipients received the tickets in different areas and times.

Stories about the three ticket donors and why they gave away free tickets had begun to
circulate by morning. As word spread, migrants started to gather around the three recipients to
discuss whether they should use the tickets or not. One of the migrants who had met the men
mentioned that "they said they had found a smuggler that would take them to the border in a private
car, so they didn’t need to take the bus anymore. They just gave away the tickets so someone else
could use them."

But not everyone’s readings are so generous—many migrants have learned to be deeply

suspicious of any help that could also turn out to be a deadly trap. Some of the migrants commented
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that the three Salvadorans were suspiciously well-dressed and clean compared to the rest of them
and spent just one afternoon and one night at the shelter. They left in the early hours of the morning,
and the shelter guard said that a fancy car came to pick them up. The strangest fact continued to
be that they gave away the tickets for free. "Who gives away free bus tickets?"

One of the recipients was Humberto, a 17-year-old boy from Honduras, and a group was
gathered around him. One migrant asked him if he noticed anything unusual about the Salvadorans.
Humberto recalled that the three men talked to him the night before during dinner, asking him
questions about his family back in Honduras and in the U.S. When they heard this, the group
gathered around Humberto started to mumble. "There it is!" said one man, as if that fact was the
last piece of evidence that solved the puzzle. One of the migrants, an older male, said to Humberto:

Look, if I were you, I would not use that ticket. I have heard stories about how the

cartels go into the shelters looking for migrants to kidnap. Narcos make more

money kidnapping people than running drugs and recruit other migrants to use them

as bait. They use migrants to bring other migrants to them. When I passed Celaya

[a city in Central Mexico], I saw Central Americans with machine guns along the

train, working with the narcos.

Another migrant chimed in:

I have also heard stories about migrants who get recruited and then enter shelters

to tell other people they know how to get to the border. And then once people listen

and follow them, they get into isolated areas and then call their bosses to come pick

them up. Once you’re in their hands, terrible things can happen. You are a kid, and

these days, children like you are used for organ trafficking. Your eyes or kidneys

will be removed. This is my third time making this trip, and I have heard stories

like this from the first moment I entered Mexico, be careful. Maybe you are lucky

and will get to the border comfortably on the bus, but nobody is at these shelters is

giving away free bus tickets.

All the men in the group started to nod, approving the comments with their concerned

faces. Yet another commenter chimed in:

From here to the border is when things get ‘hot.” We are entering the most
dangerous part of the trip, the border. I have heard that ever since I started in
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Guatemala. Narcos have a feast on the border because they know we want to reach
the border. They wait for us to come to them, like chickens.

Then a man inspecting the bus ticket interjected:
I have heard that first-class buses are not being stopped by immigration. But, if
these migrants are working for the drug cartels, they know when you are taking the
bus and the exact seat you will be in. They might be waiting in the middle of the
road and will come right to your seat. If I were you, I would not get on that bus.

After the group disassembles, Humberto confesses
to me that he is still considering taking the bus. The
opportunity to take a 4-hour bus ride to the border
instead of a 12-plus hour trip atop a train is too

tempting. At the same time, he knows that the

danger of encountering drug cartels between

Saltillo and the border is very real, and very .
Figure 11. Picture of the dining room during breakfast.

serious. Humberto takes his breakfast (see figure

11) and keeps talking to other migrants about what to do. I hear him repeatedly asking, “Should I

go or not?”

By 11 am, one of the other two ticket recipients has decided to leave the shelter and go to
the bus station. The migrant who is leaving tries to convince Humberto to go, but Humberto says
that he doesn’t want to take the risk of being caught by narcos. As he watches the man leave,
Humberto laughs nervously and tells me, "If he gets there safely, then I missed an opportunity, but
if he gets caught by the narcos, then I made the right decision. I will never know what happens to
him, if all these stories are true or not."

That night, I was in the recreation area and heard some of the migrants telling others who

had just arrived about the events of the morning. One man told the newcomers: "Last night, we
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were sleeping with the enemy, and we didn’t know it. The narcos passing as migrants were offering
free bus tickets, acting like they were helping us. But it was just a lie. What they really wanted was
to take us to an area where they could catch us!" People around the newcomers, including

Humberto, nodded in approval, and one said, “it’s true!"

Introduction

Humberto’s dilemma about whether to use the suspicious bus ticket exemplifies a situation that
Central American youth frequently face as they move through Mexico, making crucial decisions
based on information they cannot verify but upon which they must rely.

During my research, I found that information and knowledge of the migration journey were
crucial to know where, when, and how to move. However, despite the need to know, youth moved
with a substantial, if not complete, lack of reliable information along their journeys. This condition
allows the circulation (and consideration) of all kinds of stories and claims about issues and
opportunities they might encounter during their journeys.

While scholars have shown how information transmitted among migrant networks
facilitates international migration flows, there is an increasing consensus that migrants move in
precarious conditions like the youth I study. Thus, information is often scarce and unreliable. In
the case of youths migrants’ journeys, while they can be certain (to some degree) about the places
and the general danger they were about to face, they lack information and details about what could
happen as they move. This lack of knowledge was especially crucial in the case of violence; youth
migrants don’t just want to know about the potential dangers of the journey (some lethal) but do
want to know how to avoid them.

The lack of access to knowledge creates a context in which youth migrants (and any other

precarious migrants) must pay attention to rumors to make sense of the potential dangers ahead.
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Just like the case of Humberto, the potential benefits of free bus tickets came with the possibility
of ending up kidnapped at the U.S.-Mexico border. With no other sources, Humberto listens and
evaluates many rumors about violence to make his final decision.

Broadly speaking, rumors are neither proven nor certified as true or accurate, but they are
considered relevant enough or true enough to be circulated. During my research, I found how these
types of stories played a significant role in filling the information gaps about the migrant journey
that other sources could not. More importantly, they impacted the way youth migrants approached
their migrant journeys.

This chapter focuses on the intersection of information, migrant movement, and violence
to explore how rumors can shape the way youth experience their journeys through Mexico.
Specifically, this chapter describes how rumors fill migrants’ knowledge gaps and how migrants
use that information to make decisions and set expectations about what is ahead in their migrant
journey. A close examination of the role of rumors demonstrates the power of micro-level
interactions (transmission of information) in shaping migration flows. The chapter begins by
reviewing the role of information and rumors on international migration flows and how the
precarity of information and extreme violence that Central American youth face while moving
through Mexico triggers rumor use. Next, | provide a descriptive classification of the rumors I
collected and discuss how and where youth migrants spread and believe rumors during their
journeys. I close by demonstrating the capacity of rumors to transform how youth migrants move

across Mexico and the potential negative effects of putting youths’ lives at risk of more suffering.
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Information Worth Considering: The Importance of Information and Rumors on
Migration Studies

The vital role that information plays in the decision of people to migrate has been thoroughly noted
and examined by scholars of international migration. Through migrant networks, social media, and
smugglers, people learn and transmit information about the experiences other living abroad as well
as any resources that can facilitate or imped their migration (Elsner, Narciso, and Thijssen 2018;
Schwabe and Weziak! |Bialowolska 2021). Information about immigration laws, job opportunities,
or living conditions in countries of destination circulates among migrant transnational
communities and creates a worldview about migration that determines how migrants decide to
move (Uy-Tioco 2007). However, while information is crucial among migrant communities, it is
not uniformly transmitted. Instead, the access and type of information that a migrant receives is
shaped by factors like their social or cultural capital (Garip 2008; Barglowski 2019).
Demographics such as level of education, resources gender, race, or even geographic location can
influence the information a migrant receives, and this knowledge ultimately determines access to
or denial of additional knowledge and opportunities. However, regardless of the degree of access,
information is recognized as a critical component that facilitates, shapes, and maintains migration
at different levels in any form or level.

Following the research on the importance of information over migration and its access and
limits, scholars have found that for precarious migrants like refugees or displaced people,
information and its circulation can have a different process than other types of migrants. The
extreme conditions that people escaping war, natural disaster, or persecution experience put

migrants in a position in which they do not have reliable access to information about destinations,
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laws, or resources. Further, the information they have access to is not trustworthy and can be
prejudicial.

Otis and Campbell (2017) have used the term "information precarity" to describe how
Syrians living in refugee camps in Jordan have a permanent lack of access to reliable information
on immigration laws and politics in both their home Syria and Jordan. This lack of knowledge is
substituted by false and misguided information to make sense of their reality and future as refugees.
The need and precarity of information that migrants in precarious situations can experience makes
them prone to transmitting and believing information about other types of migrants could be
discarded. Scholars have found, for example, how refugees can believe fake news about
immigration policies or, more recently, about COVID-19, despite this news being refuted by local
experts (Parkinson and Behrouzan 2015). Their stubbornness to believe false information is
attributed to the lack of access to other sources of information (information precarity) and their
cultural mistrust of official sources of information.

One of the forms of communication that information precarity triggers among migrants in
precarious conditions is rumors. Sociologist Tamotsu Shibutani in his classic study "Improvised
News" (1966), defined rumors as the collective interpretation of situations whose formal
explanation is unavailable, ambiguous, or distrusted. In his book, Shibutani argues that rumors
arise in "ambiguous situations" (1966, 57), instances in which institutional and formal channels of
communication are not enough to resolve confusion or challenges that a group or a community
faces in a situation. For Shibutani, rumors are more prone to being seen as credible when the
circumstances are dire, like in the case of precarious migrants.

Since Shibutani’s seminal analysis of rumors, there has been more intense interest their

study. Despite being explicitly questioned as potentially misguiding and dangerous for institutions
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and vulnerable groups (Kimmel 2004), scholars have recognized rumors as widely present in
different settings and groups worldwide (Campion-Vincent 2007; Donovan 2007). From gold-rush
rumors during in the American frontier (Dowd 2015) to rumors about race and violence (Odum
1969; Fine and Turner 2001; Young, Pinkerton, and Dodds 2014; Knopf 1975), or rumors about
places like hospitals (Pearson 2003), the stock market (Schmidt 2020), and, more recently, rumors
shared through social media (Sunstein 2014; Burrell 2012; Sommariva et al. 2018; De Domenico
et al. 2013) are not an exception but a routine among social life.

Much like the examination of rumors across different settings, there has been an expansion
on the theory on rumors. Sociologist Gary Fine has moved forward from Shibutani’s situational
definition and conceptualized rumors as "an expression of a belief of topical relevance that is
spread without secure standards of evidence, given norms for beliefs" (Fine 2007, 5). Fine’s
exploration of rumors goes towards how rumors are collectively discussed and considered as
potentially accurate (plausible) and of interest to the group (relevance). For Fine, in the evaluation
of rumors, we can find how issues like the reputation of the person spreading rumors and the
specific culture of the group discussing the rumors can affect the way rumors are believed and
considered as relevant and potentially accurate. In Fine’s analysis, rumors are evidence of a society
or a group that is invested in discussing and evaluating information out of the control sphere of
institutions (Fine 2007), and these rumors are capable of changing how people and groups see and
understand their world (Fine 2010).

For the case of international migration, the study of rumors has been relatively scarce until
recent years. Many of the approaches on rumors and migration are analyses of rumors about
migrants. Rumors on migrants often involve stories of violence and danger that represent a threat

to the countries of destination (Fine 2010; Casademont Falguera, Cortada Hortala, and Prieto-
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Flores 2018; Hajimu 2009). Rumors about migrants, while inaccurate, are widely circulated and
fueled by anti-immigrant sentiments framework of how groups portray or preconceived certain
groups (race or religious minorities) already as threatened or a menace.

While scholars have studied rumors about migrants, less research has been done about how
migrants circulate rumors. Historically, there has been evidence that migrants have used rumors to
spread information about their potential to move to places. During the great migration, for
example, Southern black people circulated rumors about the less-racist and favorable labor
conditions in the northern cities of the United States (Lemann 1992). These rumors traveled across
the south in different forms and variations and contributed significantly to the decision of many
black to migrate to northern cities.

Just like in the past, today’s international migrants, like Humberto, are still circulating and
discussing rumors. For example, human geographer Michelle Collyer has documented how transit
migrants in Northern Africa follow the recommendations of other migrants about cities where they
can look for work while waiting for the crossing to the U.S., despite the recommendations’ dubious
nature (Collyer 2007b). And in her extensive work along the Central American migrant route,
political scientist Noelle Bridget has pointed out how rumors on, for example, the closing or
reopening of railroads, are circulated among Central American migrants in an attempt to avoid
potential obstacles ahead in the journey (Brigden 2018, 72). While rumors do not necessarily
influence or substitute the economic and social forces driving international migration, migrants do
use them to fill knowledge gaps and and to decide on their movement (Belloni 2019, 47).

But, while scholars have found how rumors can act as facilitators of information among
migrants, the nature of rumors as potentially false or misleading information can have a negative

effect on migrants. For example, different studies have shown how refugee’s lack of access to
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official and accurate information about European asylum laws trigger the circulation and belief of
negative rumors about policies (Carlson, Jakli, and Linos 2018; Wall, Otis Campbell, and Janbek
2017) and Lebanon (Ozkul and Jarrous 2021). These negative rumors are spread either in-person
or through social media, ultimately generating distrust among refugees towards the asylum system,
undermining any credibility or approachability. Rumors among migration thus, seem to be a need
but also a double-edged source.

Following literature about rumors on migration studies, this chapter examines the
circulation of rumors among Central American migrant youth during their journeys in Mexico. In
this case, I define rumors as asseverations about the migrant journey to which migrants consider
worthy of attention and believe despite knowing that they might not be correct, accurate, or true.
During my fieldwork, I could identify almost 87 different types of rumors about violence, laws,
migrant routes, and imprisonment in the U.S. and Mexico. I not just collected the rumors, but in
many instances, I witnessed how rumors were transmitted and evaluated. Like what literature
suggested, the extreme scarcity of information that Central American youth have about the dangers
and opportunities during the journey contributes to the proliferation of all sorts of stories, tales,
legends, and asseverations about the migrant journey that are explicitly doubted yet considered.
But also, as scholars found out and the case of Humberto illustrates, rumors can lead to dangerous
situations or increase the already precarious conditions of youth migrants during their journeys.

By putting rumors at the center of analysis, I aim to illustrate migrants’ negotiation process.
While moving, Central American youth are in critical need of information about the dangers and
potential opportunities. However, the dual nature of the rumors—that they can be beneficial or
prejudicial—puts youth in a situation where they must decide what to believe. With little room to

deliberate, youth migrants often have to negotiate the veracity and plausibility of the information



84

and make decisions based on it. Below, I start by describing the environment of precarious
information that youth migrants experience during their journeys, which triggers their reliance on
rumors. Then, I show how rumors are circulated and believed (or not) by youth migrants. Finally,

I will discuss the negative effects that rumors have.

Changing and Unexpected Violence, and the Precarity of Information

No matter how well-planned a youth’s route was, unexpected situations during their journeys
would arise, and they would have to gather information and make decisions in real-time. At the
same time, during their journeys in Mexico, youth dealt with a precarity of reliable information
about the dangers. This precarity has three features: it is constant, it is hard to avoid, and it can
lead to critical consequences. This section expands on these three features of information precarity
and how they are linked to the proliferation of rumors among migrant youth during their journeys.

During their journeys, truly unaccompanied youth recognize that they move with
significant or total information gaps about dangers awaiting them as they move. For example,
during my fieldwork, I observed how youth often realized that they miscalculated the distances
and time it would take them to move from place to place and admitted to not being sure that the
routes they had taken were safe, even though they were moving based on what they had heard.
There was not a single instance in which the migrant youth I met claimed to be sure about the
information they had. Quite the contrary: they were almost constantly seeking to corroborate
information they had and gain new information.

The lack of information is also not solved through experience. The youth I met who were
attempting to migrate through Mexico for second and third times explained that there was no way
to know if their previous experiences would be accurate anymore. Part of this is due to the

randomness and constant shifting of the violence of the journey. For example, a youth migrants
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who had made multiple attempts consistently observed that checkpoints had moved from their
previous attempts, and places through which they had previously moved and considered safe were
now places they could be robbed, detained, or persecuted. This environment of constant change
casts uncertainty over the entire journey.

Similarly, this rendered the experience transmitted from migrant to migrant also
insufficient. While eating lunch in a migrant shelter in Queretaro in central Mexico, a group of
youth traveling together discussed their next move with another group of migrants, some of whom
had already made the journey the youth were contemplating. When discussing the potential
presence of robbers near the train rails outside the city along the route, one migrant mentioned
that, a few years ago, he was robbed in that location. But another member of the group said he had
slept outside one night near that same spot a few weeks ago with no issues. The youth still took
the story about potential robbers to be true; they decided that there was a chance of being robbed,
so they would limit their time in that area and only when there was daylight. Still, based on this
information, there was no way to be sure.

As this group of youth demonstrates, choosing to follow a rumor can be beneficial for
youth, but rumors can also lead migrants astray and tremendous implications. a result, youth face
an incredible puzzle: they face a constant precarity of information that is almost entirely
unsolvable, and they must be careful when they rely on the only information they have that permits
them to continue moving.

The information that circulates among migrants includes tales, experiences, stories, and
rumors. In this chapter, I focus on rumors, both due to the volume of rumors I heard while I was

in the field, and second because youth constantly questioned whether rumors were true or false.
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This places rumors at the center of my concept of negotiation of violence because rumors do not

ensure evasion violence but considering which rumors to follow is part of youths’ process.

An Overview of The Rumors I Collected and How I Collected Them

While I did not start my research collecting rumors, they were immediately salient in my fieldwork,
and I began to take note of them very early on. In practice, rumors can come in many forms, such
as tales, short sentences, or legends (Fine 2010; Aldrin 2005). Rumors can spread across all kinds
of groups, places and can endure over time. We can also find that rumors can evolve as they are
circulated among people, and we can find many versions and variations of one specific rumor
(Odum 1969; Zires 2005). During my fieldwork, I found rumors in all forms, from short sentences
like "I hear that Ciudad Juarez is the easiest place to cross the border" to detailed stories about the
torture methods that smugglers use on migrants to force their families to pay ransoms. In total, I
documented 114 rumors.

My guidelines for classifying rumors were: 1) their source was either unknown or
unreachable, for example, “somebody told me that he heard that..." or "I have heard stories
about.."; 2) the stories were always contentious—they were not considered to be or proven to be
true or false, but youth found them "persuasive" (Fine 2007:6) or worth considering; and 3) they
were circulated by or among youth minors. While I he