Case Study: Excerpts from The Land of Open Graves


Please note that the following text contains material that may cause discomfort and heightened emotional states.  Death, sexual assault, and violence are themes portrayed.  In particular the semifictionalized ethnographic excerpt may prove upsetting to some readers.


Case Study Questions

Please use the following questions and key terms as points of consideration when reading the case study below (Citation: De León, Jason. 2015. ‘Introduction’ and ‘Dangerous Ground’. In The Land of Open Graves: Living and Dying on the Migrant Trail. Oakland: University of California Press).  

Define the following key terms and note their significance: 
1. NAFTA 
2. Actants 
3. Moral alibi
4. Hybrid geography
5. Bajadores

Please use the following questions as points of consideration when reading the case study below. 
1. How did the ‘Prevention Through Deterrence’ strategy come to shape the US government’s approach on curbing immigration? 
2. What are the two key points that de León raises in this chapter?
3. How does De León use the theoretical frame of hybrid collectif to understand the various relationships between structure and agency along the Mexico-US border?
4. What do you think of De León’s use of semifictionalized ethnography to portray border crossings?  What are some possible strengths/weaknesses in such a portrayal?
5. In what ways do you see de León’s discussion of the Mexico-US border and the loss of life connect to the earlier reading on forensic archaeology in Colombia?
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Excerpts from The Land of Open Graves: Living and Dying on the Migrant Trail
Jason De León

Introduction

Flies.
I mostly remember the goddamn flies.

It’s funny how memory works. I made a thousand mental notes of the scene—and wrote a good many of them down soon after the event—but only a couple of years later they now seem to be forgotten, buried, reduced to background noise. After spending just a few weeks on the US-Mexico border hanging out with the desperate people looking to breach America's immigration defenses, I quickly learned that death, violence, and suffering are par for the course. It all started to blur together. Disturbing images lost their edge. As an observer, you grow accustomed to seeing strangers cry at the drop of a hat. Tears no longer had the impact they once did. Tragic stories repeatedly told under the strain of a cracking voice transformed into well-worn hymns that lost their provenience and became difficult to seriate. I fought sensory overload so as to not lose sight of the big picture or the brutal details. I tried to write it all down so that I could later connect the observed realities to larger structural forces. This, at least, is what I kept telling myself I needed to do during my five years of fieldwork on the Arizona-Mexico border and later as I wrote this book. It's what I told myself in this first encounter with death. It's easier said than done. It didn't matter, though, because on this day in July 2009 none of it could be comprehended, much less theorized. All I could do was stare at the flies and wonder how the hell they had gotten there so quickly. It happened on my first day conducting ethnographic research in the border town of Nogales, Mexico. I had spent the sweltering morning sitting in the shade talking with recently deported migrants. These were women and men who had just attempted and failed to walk across the Sonoran Desert of Arizona to illegally enter the United States. A few of them had been deported from elsewhere by the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) in hopes that being placed in geographic proximity to the desert, where hundreds die each year while migrating, would be enough to deter them from attempting a crossing. I didn't know his name, but I had seen him earlier in the day. Among the tired masses of deportees, he didn't stand out. Recently repatriated people are easy to spot in Nogales because of the uniformity of their appearance: dark T-shirts with powdery salt rings under the armpits and circling the neck; sneakers that look like they have been through a meat grinder; dusty black backpacks stuffed with extra socks, a few cans of food, and whatever meager personal possessions they have managed to hold on to. Their brown bodies broadcast exhaustion and vulnerability like a scarlet letter. Faces show a mix of sorrow, weariness, fear, and optimism. They may have walked for three days lost, quenched a paralyzing thirst at a cattle trough where the water was mostly algae and swimming insects, been robbed at gunpoint by bandits, and raped by a Border Patrol agent before being deported. Still, the next time is going to be different. There is a husband waiting in Carrboro, North Carolina. A guaranteed job painting houses in Phoenix. A little girl with an empty belly back in the tiny village of El Manchon, Guerrero. Si Dios quiere, voy a pasar. The next time is going to be different.
I don't remember what he looked like when he was alive. In fact, I didn't really notice him at all until I was making my way toward the convenience store a block from where I had been conducting interviews down on la linea in front of the Grupo Beta O ffice. Like many who get caught in the cycle of repeated crossing attempts, he decided to spend the morning drinking a caguama (quart-sized bottle of beer) while planning what to do next. I passed him a few hours prior as he headed to an abandoned field across from the store. I took more notice of the early happy hour he was having than of his actual facial features. All I remember is that he was tall and skinny and had a shaved head. The next time I saw him was when I spotted a crowd gathering near the abandoned field. I walked up to investigate and found myself standing behind a chain-link fence with several migrants, including a short bald man I would soon come to know as Chucho. For ten minutes Chucho and I stared in silent awe at the limp body flopped on the dirt. This dude had been dead for less than an hour and yet the flies were already there in full force. They were landing on his milky eyeballs and crawling in and out of his open mouth. His head was turned and facing the crowd of migrants. He seemed to be staring right through everyone. We watched flies lay eggs on this man's face for what seemed an eternity.
Finally some Good Samaritan showed up with a Dallas Cowboys bedsheet and covered him up. A paramedic and a few of the neighbors milled around the corpse chatting, but no one seemed to be fazed. Death lay there like a casual summer breeze. I thought to myself that maybe this guy was headed to Dallas to wash dishes at an Applebee's. Maybe he hated the pinches Cowboys after spending too many years in Philly doing landscaping jobs and rooting for the Eagles. No one seemed to know him. They just knew that he needed to be covered up to keep the flies away. I turned to Chucho for some insight into this spectacle. He shrugged and said, “This happens all the time. Some people get tired of trying to cross the border after many failed attempts. Some turn to drugs and alcohol to kill time. Who knows what killed him?” Reading the worry on my face, Chucho continued, “You watch. No one will remember this tomorrow. It's like it didn't even happen.”
He was right. I would ask migrants the following day about the dead body in the field three hundred feet from the Grupo Beta Office, and no one would know what I was talking about. It was almost as if it didn't happen.


This book is about the violence and death that border crossers face on a daily basis as they attempt to enter the United States without authorization by walking across the vast Sonoran Desert of Arizona. If you live in the United States, you already know about many of the people you will meet in these pages. They pick your fruit, detail your cars, and process your meat. They toil in occupations that US citizens can't or won't do. Keep in mind, though, that not everyone who crosses the desert is a first-timer. In the Obama era of mass deportations, close to 2 million people were removed from the country through fiscal year 2013. Many of these deportees are now running scared across Arizona's Mars-like landscape to reunite with family members or simply return to the only place they have ever called home. My argument is quite simple. The terrible things that this mass of migrating people experience en route are neither random nor senseless, but rather part of a strategic federal plan that has rarely been publicly illuminated and exposed for what it is: a killing machine that simultaneously uses and hides behind the viciousness of the Sonoran Desert. The Border Patrol disguises the impact of its current enforcement policy by mobilizing a combination of sterilized discourse, redirected blame, and "natural" environmental processes that erase evidence of what happens in the most remote parts of southern Arizona. The goal is to render invisible the innumerable consequences this sociopolitical phenomenon has for the lives and bodies of undocumented people.
	Those who live and die in the desert have names, faces, and families. They also have complicated life histories that reflect an intimate relationship with transnational migration and global economic inequality. We just rarely ever get to see them up close as they make these terrifying journeys or hear them describe this process in their own words. In what follows, I bring into focus the logic and human cost of the US border enforcement monster known as “Prevention Through Deterrence,” a strategy that largely relies on rugged and desolate terrain to impede the flow of people from the south. I also present stories of survival failure, and heartbreak that happen on la linea and beyond from the perspective of those who directly experience this unique security apparatus. Documenting these largely undocumented stories and giving the reader an up-close look at faces and bodies can perhaps help us remember tomorrow that people lived and died in this desert today.

Border Stories

Keeping track of the sheer number of publications that focus in some way on the US-Mexico divide is an impossible task. It seems as though every month a new expose hits the shelves and tantalizes the public with the trials and tribulations of the troubled geopolitical margin where the phrase "the Third World meets the First World" is still thrown around as if it means something. We don't like to admit it, but the United States is simultaneously afraid of and intrigued by its southern border. The general public can't shake its love of the movies, news programs, reality television shows, and tell-all books that reassure us that this is in fact a zone that is “out of control.” If you're a writer, toss in words like danger and violent and come up with some creative (or not so creative) uses of war metaphors, and you've got yourself a best-selling piece of immigration pornography. 
Don't get me wrong, there are many excellent books written about the border. It is a place full of captivating tales and complex histories, but also a well-worn path that many others have mapped out better than I ever could. Rather than giving you a history lesson that you could learn elsewhere, this bool abruptly starts in 1993, the year that the policy later coined “Prevention Through Deterrence” (PTD) was first deployed in El Paso, Texas. At the time, PTD was just an off-the-cuff homegrown preventive measure against the unsightliness of brown-skinned illegal fence jumpers and the subsequent chaos the Border Patrol caused by chasing them through poor Latino neighborhoods where it was impossible to figure out who belonged and who didn’t. By placing a gaggle (or is it a “murder”?) of crew-cut Border Patrol agents in combat boots and crisp green uniforms in and around downtown El Paso, the immediate goal of discouraging boundary offenders from attempting to hop the fence in these populated areas was achieved. Frustrated, but undeterred, these scrappy individuals, many of whom were locals from Ciudad Juárez simply commuting to work in Texas, went to the edge of town where the fence magically disappeared and agents were few and far between. Business quickly got back to norm al.
Everything changed, though, after the passage of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in 1994. The United States promised economic prosperity for its southern neighbor if it would only open up its ports of entry and take shipment of cheap goodies. Soon after Mexico signed on the dotted line, it found itself drowning in a pinche montón of subsidized gringo corn that crashed their economy and put millions of peasant farmers out of work . As they had done in previous generations when things were bad in Mexico or when los Yanquis needed cheap labor, this impoverished population started making their way north by the hundreds of thousands. Optimistic campesinos lined up in Tijuana, Juarez, and Reynosa and waited their turn to try and get past la migra so that they could join the US undocumented labor force.
This NAFTA-induced human flood now meant there were hordes of fence hoppers in San Ysidro, California, and McAllen, Texas. Once again, the Border Patrol needed a way to reduce the bad press that comes with an avalanche of poor people spilling onto the streets of border towns daily. That little experiment in El Paso to push the Spanish-speaking invaders to the edge of town soon became a nationwide security paradigm that is still in place today. The basic premise was, and continues to be, that if they can't stop the huddled masses, at least they can funnel them into remote areas where the punishment handed out by difficult terrain will save money (or so some foolishly thought) and get this unsightly mess out of public view, which it did.
Between 2000 and 2013, approximately 11.7 million people were apprehended while trying to make the illegal pilgrimage to the United States via Mexico. During this same period, 4,584,022 of these arrests occurred in the Border Patrol jurisdiction known as the Tucson Sector, a craggy, depopulated, and mountainous patch of land that stretches westward from New Mexico to the Yuma County line in Arizona. If you include the neighboring Yuma Sector during this same period, the number of arrests in this state climbs to 5,304,345 people. This is equivalent to the population of Houston, Texas. It's no wonder Arizona hates immigrants; for close to two decades the federal government has been using that state's backyard as a gauntlet to test the endurance of millions of border crossers and has often left local communities holding the medical bill. Still, everyone knows that if you survive this death race, the backdoors of US stockyards, carpet factories, meat rendering plants, and sushi restaurants are wide open.
Much of what is described in this book took place in the strip of desert just south of Tucson between the Baboquivari and Tumacácori mountain ranges. This beautiful and challenging landscape has been home to the indigenous Tohono O'odham (“Desert People”) and their ancestors for millennia. Long before the arrival of colonial-era Spaniards seeking gold and Christian converts, nineteenth-century American geological surveyors itching to draw new maps, and twentieth-century Border Patrol agents, the O'odham people were cultivating a set of cultural traditions and practices that has allowed them to thrive in an environment that to most outsiders appears too barren to sustain agriculture or human life. As ethnobotanist Gary Nabhan writes: “The perspiring and panting in the middle of the saguaro forests—they are part of the raw intimacy the (O'odham] maintain with the desert. Somewhat ugly to the outside eye, this routine is an honest indicator of the strong bonds between the Desert People and their surroundings. Instead of running away from the desert during its driest, hottest time, some still run to the heart of it.” O'odham poet Jeanette Chico sums up this intimacy: “When I walk in the desert the animals stop and look at me as if they were saying ‘Welcome to our home.’”
Unlike the Desert People, the border crossers who pass through this region do not share in the cultural acumen that conceptualizes this landscape as inviting. Try to envision what it is like going from the lush tropical lowlands of Veracruz or the cool mountains of Oaxaca to the sparse and smoldering desert. Migrants will tell you, “I never imagined it would be like this.” How could they? They are fugitives traversing a deadly alien planet. The Border Patrol counts on this. This terrain is that federal agency's not-so-secret weapon, and the migrant injuries and death toll provide evidence that it is a painfully effective one. What's agonizing for the O'odham is that the American federal government has turned their sacred landscape into a killing field, a massive open grave….

Depicting Violence

The primary theme of this book is violence: how it is constructed in the desert, its productive nature from the perspective of chose benefiting from it, and how its victims come to know its destructiveness. The things that happen to the undocumented migrants who experience the strong pull of the US economy and the simultaneous blunt force trauma of its immigration enforcement practices can be generally characterized as a form of structural violence.  It is violence that is indirect (i.e., the result of federal policy). No one individual is responsible for it. Moreover, it often occurs out of site, many portray it as “natural” and it can easily be denied by state actors and erased by the desert environment. Throughout this book the scale of analysis and perspective on this form of structural violence change depending on the context, moment, and analytical goal. In some instances, the discussion focuses on federal enforcement discourse and large-scale infrastructure. At other times I give the viewer a full­frontal view of how those on the ground experience this policy.
The intent is to show what the violence looks like up close, and thus avoid sanitizing it, but also to offer what Zizek terms “sideways glances” that may help foster new ways of thinking about border crossings and the routinized pain and suffering that accompany them. Theoretically, these efforts are aided by two key ideas. First is the proposition that nonhumans (e.g., the desert) play a major role in this process… and should be considered crucial elements of the Border Patrol's enforcement strategy. The second argument is that the types of death people experience in the desert reflect their precarious political position and that the postmortem biographies of their corpses provide insight into the production of trauma that has a hemispheric reach…

[image: ]

Figure 1: Vultures scavenge a pig carcass five days into a post-mortem decomposition experiment in the Sonoran Desert. Photograph courtesy of Jason de León.[endnoteRef:2] [2:  Figure 1 is cited from: Shumaker, Jon. 2016. On those who live and die along the border. High Country News. 25 July 2016. URL: https://www.hcn.org/issues/48.12/on-those-who-live-and-die-along-the-border.  Figure 2 is cited from: Cotter, Holland. 2017. For migrants headed north, the things they carried to the end. New York Times, 3 March 2017. URL: https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/03/arts/design/state-of-exception-estado-de-excepcion-parsons-mexican-immigration.html.] 


I spent many nights worrying whether the descriptions contained here are too graphic or insensitive. Admittedly, much of this endeavor is written from a male perspective. As a Latino researcher, I had significantly more access to men than women, at least during the phases of ethnographic work that took place on the northern Mexican border. For various reasons described throughout the text, men were more readily available for interviews, and it was their perspective on border-crossing violence that I became most familiar with. This means that I came to know about much of the sexual violence that women experience en route through the eyes of men who bore witness. One researcher estimates that as many as 90 percent of women who attempt to cross undocumented into the United States through northern Mexico suffer sexual assault, which indicates that there are many untold stories of trauma. In fleeting moments the physical traces of the sexual assault that women experienced were visible to me. This sometimes manifested itself as blackened eyes or bruised wrists on the bodies of recent deportees. On a handful of occasions, I encountered deported women who were in catatonic states or were so visibly shaken that they couldn't be consoled. These are just the rare instances in which assault left visible marks. Whatever events caused these bruises or moments of trauma, they were largely inaccessible to me because of a combination of ethical, methodological, and gender issues. That being said, I have tried to include as much as I can in this book about the gender-based violence women experience….






Dangerous Ground

HYBRID COLLECTIF

It's been twenty years since Border Patrol sector chief Silvestre Reyes lined up hundreds of green uniformed agents along the banks of the Rio Grande to stop border crossers from scaling the fence and running into downtown El Paso. It's been twenty years since Reyes's plan set off a chain reaction that fundamentally transformed how the federal government polices the border from Brownsville to San Ysidro, He didn't know it at the time, but Reyes planted the seed that would soon give rise to the phrase "Prevention Through Deterrence.”
Prevention Through Deterrence. It has a nice ring to it. It looks good in big bold letters splashed on the front of federal documents. It stands proudly at the top of PowerPoint slides that the Border Patrol shows to visiting politicians who want to know how the agency is fighting the War on Terror and the War on Illegal Immigration. Prevention Through Deterrence. It sounds powerful, but not vicious.  It wants to convince you that it's a humane policy designed simply to prevent crime, to discourage it before it happens.
Prevention Through Deterrence. It's an ambiguous and sterile phrase. Much like the insipid language that defense intellectuals use to sanitize discussions of weapons of mass destruction and their human costs, the Border Patrol has adopted a lexicon that's full of euphemisms and abstractions (e.g., “Aliens,” “Other Than Mexicans,” “Tactical Advantage"). Like other federal government security jargon, “Prevention Through Deterrence” has no graphic reality behind the words. It's a semantic cloak that hides all of the blood, sweat, and tears from public view. As I said, it looks good on a PowerPoint slide.
Two decades after El Paso, what has deterrence come to mean in the context of border crossings? What hides in the shadows of “hostile” terrain? Flesh, roasting temperatures? Steel walls and remote ground sensors? Thousands of heavily armed agents on the ground? What about venomous snakebites or bandits with a propensity for gang rape? Shoes that break apart after staggering in them for miles over lonely mountains? An undiagnosed heart condition exacerbated by days in the desert? Although all of these things (and countless others) have become incorporated into the Border Patrol's system of enforcement, none of these realities are captured by policy rhetoric. But the deployment of the word deterrence is not just a political magic trick used to mask the human impact of this strategy.
Even if policy planners changed the phrase to "Prevention Through Death" or "Prevention Through Suffering", it still wouldn't come close to capturing the complexity or brutal violence of this system of enforcement. The variables, processes, and actors that structure PTD defy simple linguistic description. There are too many parts, too many unknowns, too much randomness. In essence, the things that “deter” people can never be fully known. How, then, can we begin to understand this intricate system that is sometimes random and always beyond complete human comprehension? How do we level the analytical playing field to simultaneously account for bored agents sitting in their air-conditioned SUV s watching green video surveillance screens along with flash floods, scorpion bites, dislocated knees, 100-degree weather, drone planes scouring the desert for heat signatures, and carrion eaters who tear human flesh from the bone? How can we begin to understand the structure of a wall of deterrence that is equal parts human, animal, plant, object, geography, temperature, and unknown?
My attempt to illuminate the complexity and ambiguity of Prevention Through Deterrence draws inspiration from Callon and Law's theory of the hybrid collectif, which posits that agency is an emergent property created by the interaction of many heterogeneous components known as actants, sources of action that may be human or nonhuman. In simple and less French terms, people or objects don't act in isolation, but instead have complex relationships at different moments across time and space that sometimes create things or make things happen. It is these relationships that “perform agency”, not isolated humans or solitary objects. Agency cannot exist (or come to be) in a vacuum, or as Jane Bennett puts it, “An actant never really acts alone. Its efficacy or agency always depends on the collaboration, cooperation, or interactive interference of many bodies and forces”. 
To comprehend the intricacies of how agency is constructed, our gaze must widen to include all of the components—human, animal, mineral, weather pattern, and so forth—that make up a hybrid system. We also need to move beyond the simplistic binaries that draw stark divisions between humans and nonhumans, a philosophical framework that scholars from diverse backgrounds have long scrutinized.  This problematic dualism is part of the futile quest to ascribe to humans credit for all action while assigning randomness or inanimate status to all matter outside our species…. For those willing and open to rethinking the relationship between humans and nonhumans, which partly means moving beyond this particular typology, the concept of the collectif reveals itself as the “emergent effect created by the interaction of the heterogeneous parts that make it up”. 
To identify the significance of, or contribution by, nonhumans to forms of action, we need to first do a few things. People have to be decentered in the agency equation, the hierarchy that places us above all others needs to be destroyed, and we must recognize that Homo sapiens are not always at the center of (or present in) a particular universe of action.  As Stanescu points out, we've been fooling ourselves for a long time about just how special we are: "To believe in human exceptionalism requires a certain level of transcendental faith; it requires one to believe that we were set apart from the rest of the world rather than being subjected to the same evolutionary forces as all other living beings”. This is not to say that we are not important or that it is not often our fault that things in the world are the way they are. People are frequently the prime movers in major systems that extend beyond our species (e.g., global warming). But we couldn't destroy our planet without factories, automobiles, greenhouse gases, fossil fuels, the sun, and other nonhumans. All of us—humans, objects, minerals, environmental conditions, nonhuman animals—are inextricably and simultaneously connected in myriad ways. The architecture that these heterogeneous pieces produce when they are connected, and the subsequent agency performed by these structures, varies across time and space and comes in different shapes and sizes.
Because humans are forced to describe and conceptualize the hybrid collectif through the filter of language and our species-specific form of cognition we admittedly miss out on a lot. There are many moments in our daily lives whose complexity we can neither fully comprehend nor describe linguistically.  Try charting out the actants and experiences of those responsible for the hamburger you ordered for lunch yesterday. Does your chart include the perspective of the cow? What did the view from the cattle pen look, feel, and smell like? Did you imagine the person charged with delivering the captive bolt shot to the cow's head? Was the shot "successful”, or did the animal writhe in pain high above the kill floor until someone wrangled her still and shot her again?  What about the person responsible for the bolt gun's maintenance, or the woman who drove the truck that delivered the hamburger bun to the restaurant?  Does your chart account for the chemical reaction occurring between the delivery vehicle's engine and the refined oil that was brought in from the Middle East? What about the food that the cow was fed prior to her death or the temperature in the room of the factory where her body was rendered? Did you visualize the undocumented Guatemalan teenager who grilled the patty in the kitchen, or the E. coli that, you hope, was destroyed by cooking the meat at the proper temperature? You get my drift.
Depending on the scale and analytical lens, the hybrid collectif may expand into infinity and drive a human mind insane. Let's not forget all the systems our brains can't even begin to comprehend (like the human brain), much less describe in words. The point is that there is a lot of action that happens in our daily lives that we have either little control over or little understanding of. Hybrid collectifs are complex.
A final point needed to understand the efficacy of Callon and Law's theory as an explanatory framework has to do with the concept of intention.  The human tendency is to ascribe agency strictly to those entities able to make choices, attribute significance to their choices, and then evaluate those choices. The latter two actions are usually achieved through the lens of language. Framing agency in this way once again reproduces the human-nonhuman binary. This might make us humans feel that we are masters of our own universe, but it is nonetheless problematic for at least two reasons. First, this thinking suggests that only Homo sapiens can be agents and thus completely ignores, or at least downplays, the role of others that might be more responsible for the production of agency…. Many parts are responsible for the production of agency, but the human inclination is to reduce the “effects generated in configurations of different materials” to people, even when they may have played a minimal role. This human need to isolate (or appropriate) agency and claim sole responsibility for action typically occurs when it suits our purposes.  In this process, other parts of the collectif are relegated to supporting roles.  This assumes that nonhumans are passive until humans mobilize them for some purpose.  In other moments, we may employ nonhumans as scapegoats when unwanted forms of agency are created (e.g., "machine malfunction'' or "act of nature").
By erroneously positioning humans as the sole agents responsible for action, we end up reducing all others to background noise, uncontrollable variables, or randomness.  This results in the characterization of all agency as intentional and motivated by people—a line of thinking that fails to acknowledge that a hybrid collectif is sometimes strategic from a human perspective and other times not. This way of thinking also reduces agency to forms that only humans can recognize, which, as my crude hamburger example shows, means we miss out on quite a bit. Callon and Law make the compelling argument that agency comes in all forms, many of which humans can't even begin to imagine. Much of this agency is "nonstrategic, distributed, and decentered" and hence difficult, if not impossible, for us to understand.  I would add that although we can attempt for analytical purposes to isolate the relationships that perform action at any one moment, agency needs to be conceptualized as a dynamic and ongoing process.
As I argue below, twenty years after it was first implemented, Prevention Through Deterrence is still evolving. New forms of agency emerge every day as a result of the infinite number of interactions that occur among the many actants in the desert. The Border Patrol may have officially (and intentionally) started the PTD hybrid collectif in 1994, but many others, human and nonhuman, have since become implicated in the process over time and space.



As the desert and all the actants it contains have become incorporated into the Prevention Through Deterrence hybrid collectif, the Border Patrol has attempted to separate its policy from the subsequent trauma that migrants experience as a result of being funneled toward this “hostile” environment.  Rather than being viewed as a key partner in the border enforcement strategy, the desert is framed as a ruthless beast that law enforcement cannot be responsible for. Nature, in the Border Patrol's disinfected public discourse, is a runaway train that has no conductor. When asked in June 2013 about three decomposing bodies found in the wilderness over a two-day period, Tucson Sector chief Manuel Padilla Jr. simply replied, "The desert does not discriminate”. Padilla failed to mention that dying in the Arizona desert is largely a problem faced by undocumented Latinos. 
The two key points I make in this chapter are as follows: First, the Prevention Through Deterrence strategy has created a setting in which the Border Patrol can draw on the agency of animals and other nonhumans to do its dirty work while simultaneously absolving itself of any blame connected to migrant injuries or loss of life. This is what Doty calls the federal government's “moral alibi”. Second, describing the desert as a "deterrent" to migration both flattens the three-dimensionality of what Sarah Whatmore terms the "hybrid geography" that border crossers face and renders the various human and nonhuman political subjects who influence the movement of people across this landscape largely invisible.  By focusing the ethnographic lens on the migrant experience, we can start to add a graphic reality to federal policy discourse.
Because of the scale, complexity, and randomness of the crossing milieu, it is impossible to account for or describe every single element or actant involved in this process. This is a difficulty characteristic of all hybrid collectifs. They can never be fully illuminated and it is impossible to identity all parts of the system from one spot. The best one can hope for is to “create appropriately monstrous ways of representing [hybrid collectifs] on those rare occasions when our paths happen to cross and we find, for a moment, that we need to interact with them”. In the following account I attempt to "represent" some of the heterogeneous actors who commonly make up the Sonoran hybrid collectif by describing a typical crossing experience, including various geographic, environmental, and social obstacles that act as deterrents to the movement of people through the Nogales-Sasabe corridor.
The story I present is a composite drawn from hundreds of interviews and conversations with migrants, field observations made in Nogales and the desert, and formal and informal interactions with Border Patrol agents. Humphreys and Watson call this type of account semifictionalized ethnography, or a “restructuring of events occurring within one or more ethnographic investigations into a single narrative”. This pastiche of perspectives, gazes, and variables reflects in many ways the overall approach of the Undocumented Migration Project, which seeks to combine various, sometimes seemingly disparate data sets to paint a more nuanced picture of the crossing process. By drawing on specific details told to me by migrants and filtering these descriptions for readability and flow, I elucidate how the parts of the collectif work together to perform agency that seeks to deter; in this way I attempt to bring the reader … closer to the everyday terror of the desert.

DAY 1 (JUNE)

	"Wake up! Time to go!" screams El Gordo as he pounds his fat knuckles on the hotel room's plywood door. Javier cracks his eyes and stares at the yellow stain on the stucco ceiling directly above him.
"Wake up? Who can sleep in this shit hole?"
The room is thick with sweat, a pungent mix of salt and body grease. Javier has a good excuse for smelling so awful. He's been sleeping in a cemetery for five days and washing his face, armpits, and undercarriage at a rusty spigot behind the nearby bus station. He hasn't changed his socks or underwear since he crawled out of the desert over a week ago. He turns his head and stares at the other dark, skinned strangers in the room. 
Two black-haired women are sharing the lone single bed. Both slept all night with their shoes on. The rest are splayed out on the floor in various uncomfortable poses. Some huddle in corners; a few lie on their backs on impromptu mattresses of clothes. Javier rests his head on the cheap nylon backpack that contains his only possessions: an extra shirt, an oversized green plastic comb, and a religious pamphlet he got from the cristianos who hand out food down on la linea. The pamphlet is missing several key pages about the Rapture. God almighty himself saved the day when Javier needed shit tickets while squatting in a crypt that the cemetery locals converted into a polished marble outhouse.
In total, there are nine of them in the room. Three women and five other men. Everybody smells as if they have just come from the desert or the cemetery. Javier tried to crack the door the previous night to get some much-needed ventilation, but the noise from the neighbor's room was deafening and unsettling. It was either smell the stench of his fellow compañeros or listen to the prostitute next door go back and forth between fighting with her pimp and playing porn videos at full volume in hopes of coaxing an erection from one of her drunken johns. Javier opted for the solitude of this sweat lodge.
These nine strangers have been holed up in a hotel in Nogales, Mexico, for two days. El Gordo, the coyote Javier recently met, promised to get him a nice room so he could rest before they tried to cross the desert. That son of a bitch never mentioned that he would lock him in a windowless room in a cut-rate bordello. Javier's cousin Western Union'd him $500 a few days before, and he gave the smuggler $400 as down payment,
El Gordo pulls hard on a Marlboro Red. "Your family can pay me the other $3,100 once we get to Phoenix."
"I'm not giving you their phone number, so don't even ask. They know not to send any lana unless they speak to me directly."
Contracting a coyote on the street is risky. Javier has to take as many precautions as possible.
El Gordo sucks on his crooked front teeth and feigns astonishment. “Don't worry, brother. Yo soy una persona de confianza”. He then tells Javier it's gonna cost $40 for a two-night stay at the Hotel Jodido.
Despite spending almost forty-eight hours together, they have made little small talk. Everyone has been quiet as he or she struggles to catch a few hours of troubled sleep before they have to leave. Javier has learned only a few people's names. There is Lupe, a twenty-seven-year-old mother of two from Oaxaca (jNo mames, güey! jTodos son de Oaxaca!) who has spent the past fourteen years living in the United States. She worked the cash register at a Dollar Store in upstate New York where she struggled to put food on the table for her two children, who are US citizens. She has already failed once trying to get through the desert and will not give up until she reunites with her kids. She tells Javier that the fat lady she lived next door to called immigration on her because she wants to steal her children. It's a crazy-sounding story, but it's probably true. Everyone on la linea has an unbelievable story. Surreality is the new normal.
Pushing tears out of her eyes with the palm of her hand, she says, "The only thing I want is to get my kids back. I don't need to go back and stay on American soil. I just want my children. I love my children." Her red-rimmed eyes are wet and dull. She has obviously told this story before, because she no longer has the energy to say it with passion. Traumatized is the new normal.
There's a young vato in the corner named Carlos who can't seem to sit still. Javier could hear him fidgeting all night as he hammered out text messages to some morena in a faraway rancho. The kid woke up this morning somehow more hyperactive than he was the night before. Carlos asks questions to anyone who makes eye contact with him: "When are we leaving? Which route are we taking? What's it like in the desert? How far is it to Hollywood?" No one knows the answers, so they ignore him. Carlos doesn't seem to care. He is just excited to be finally making the trip to El Norte. He has a cousin who is gonna hook him up with a job at a car wash. They are gonna sit in the bed of his primo's shiny red F150 and get fucked up on Tecates after work. His cousin knows a club where they can pick up some morras, jBien buenas carnal! En serio. Carlos has it all planned out.
Javier likes him because the kid is goofy and innocent. He can't be older than eighteen and has a dumb smile that suggests the world has not yet been cruel to him. Sure, he comes from a poor family, but his parents love him. His dad even slipped him $50 Americana the day he left Guerrero. “I’m gonna send money back as soon as I can,” he told them. His papa waited until Carlos was gone before he went out behind the house, sat down on a plastic bucket, and cried.
The kid reminds Javier of his little brother Andres, who is impatiently waiting back in Veracruz for something exciting to happen in his life. Their small hometown is killing him. He wants to join Javier in Bremerton, Washington. He wants to get a job doing construction. He wants to finally meet his little gringa niece Yennifer (Jennifer ), who was born four years ago when Javier was shacking up with a white girl he met while working at Wendy's. Andres doesn't know that Javier was recently deported for driving with a busted taillight and Budweiser on his breath. He doesn't know that Javier has already failed once trying to cross the border and has spent a week restlessly sleeping under bridges and in a mausoleum. Andres doesn't know that three nights ago in the cemetery Javier watched a migrant from El Salvador get his brains kicked in by demon eyed glue sniffers over a $3 bottle of Tonayan, everyone's favorite hangover in a plastic jug. Javier doesn't want to worry his family with such details.
Carlos keeps chattering away and asking questions. Lupe nods and pretends to be interested. She is busy grinding her teeth and wondering if someone is feeding her kids breakfast at this very moment.  Javier thinks about his bed in Washington State and the smell of little Jennifer's hair. They are warm and comforting images. Carlos is a first-timer. Nothing anyone tells him will approach the reality he is about to experience, so why bother trying? He doesn't know what the desert has in store for him. He doesn't know that in a few days he will vomit blood and then look forever into a sea of cobalt and fractured shadows.
A man in his early thirties stands up and starts getting his effects together. El Gordo dropped him off late last night, and he introduced himself as “Marcos from Puebla”.  Everyone just nodded. No one pointed out that he was obviously not from Puebla. Probably salvadoreño or guatemalteco. You can just tell. "Ni modo. That's his fucking problem," Javier muttered to himself at the time. Javier doesn't know the rest of the people's names and doesn't bother to ask. In a few cycles of the sun he won't be sure if there were seven, nine, or fifteen people in the group. The desert does something to your brain. The sun's rays overexpose your memory. Details are lost. Names and faces wash out. Insanity becomes reality and no one can tell the difference: "We must have walked over 200 miles. . . We came across nineteen dead bodies huddled under a tree. . . . We were attacked by monkeys. . . . La migra saw us because they had birds with little cameras  on their backs".  Homeric desert tales are told with enough conviction and impossibility that it all becomes believable.
They grab their stuff and assemble in the hotel lobby. Conspicuously, they are all head-to-toe in black cloth and sneakers. They look like a group of misfit jewel thieves preparing for a heist. El Gordo shuffles his pollitos outside where a rickety pickup truck waits. Everyone piles in the back. El Gordo squeezes up front next to a dark, skinned female driver with bottle-blond hair named La Güera. El Gordo yells, 'Just act normal, goddammit!" as the truck rattles away from the hotel. Nobody understands what the hell he means.
They drive east on International Boulevard running parallel with the border fence. Javier can see Nogales, Arizona, through the spaces in the rusty metal poles that make up the new wall. Migra says the new fence is to protect agentes from people hurling rocks. Locals say they changed the fence so that the gabachos could draw a better bead on the Mexicans. They zoom past a white office building whose wall is checkered with bullet holes. A small iron cross and a few sad-looking candles congregate on the ground out front.
"That's where la migra killed a kid," someone whispers. They are correct. That is where sixteen-year-old Jose Antonio Elena Rodriguez was killed by Border Patrol on October 12, 2012. Law enforcement contends he was throwing rocks at them. Witnesses on the Mexican side say Jose Antonio was an innocent bystander walking on the sidewalk when a group of people jumped the fence into Mexico to get away from Border Patrol. An autopsy conducted by Mexican officials reports that Jose Antonio was ''shot about eight times: twice to the head, once on his arm and five times on his back. At least five bullet wounds clustered on his upper back had to have struck him after he was down.”  Despite having multiple high-tech video cameras mounted in the area where he was killed, the US federal government has yet to release any footage of the event. The investigation is still pending.
The truck stops in front of a small grocery store. Everyone hops outs and walks in. La Güera sits in the cab and listens to norteña music on her cell phone. She takes a head count as people enter and converts each of them into dollars and pesos. She fantasizes about breaking a beer bottle on El Gordo's head and stubbing a cigarette out in his eye if he tries to pull that shit again about "I've had some extra expenses on this run."
El Gordo does an overly complicated handshake with the store owner.
"Buy whatever you think you're gonna need for the trip," he says to people as they enter.
Javier grabs three gallons of water, a loaf of white bread, some limes, a clove of garlic, and eight cans of tuna. The cashier starts ringing him up, Javier realizes he is being charged almost triple the normal price.
Twenty minutes later the truck is once again sputtering down International Boulevard. They pass the Grupo Beta office, where dozens of recently deported migrants are lingering outside and jockeying for spots in the shade. A few wave at the truck, well aware of what the ragtag group of passengers are about to do. The vehicle makes a right turn, passing the cemetery that Javier has recently been calling home. He catches a glimpse of a frail old man crouching behind a giant tombstone wiping himself with a sock, an ashen gargoyle hiding from the light.
They climb a small hill and curve left. To the north is the government port of entry known as La Mariposa, The Butterfly. It is a metal and cement archway into the Sonoran Desert. Everyone avoids looking out into the unknown.
La Güera picks up speed, Carlos plays it cool and pretends he isn't worried about being ejected from the vehicle. Lupe has her head buried in her arms. Marcos from Puebla stares intensely at the driver and El Gordo through the truck’s cracked back window. Javier can't tell if Marcos is really chingón or just acting.
They turn right at the first dirt road and La Güera punches the gas, The truck is chased by a ball of crimson dust, Nogales quickly disappears behind them, After fifteen minutes of shaking and bouncing through a field of dirt and gravel, the vehicle comes to an abrupt halt.
"Everyone out!"
El Gordo turns to La Güera and passes her a folded wad of maroon and green pesos. She looks at it and doesn't move her open hand. After a few seconds of awkward silence, he grudgingly pulls a few more sweaty bills from his shirt pocket and hands them over without saying a word.
As La Güera pulls away, she sticks her head out the window and yells, "Good luck!" She always yells it.  Every single time. She thinks it's funnier than shit.
El Gordo starts walking into the wilderness without saying a word. The pollitos trail behind him in a twisting single file line that from the sky looks like a row of black ants. The sun is starting to bloody the sharp mountain silhouettes in the distance. It's five o'clock in the afternoon. The temperature has cooled down to 90 degrees Fahrenheit.
The great expanse before them is the western Sonoran Desert, one of the most arid regions in North America. In June and July the average daily temperature often exceeds 100 degrees, with some bleak corners of this expanse of rock and sand hitting highs of 120. This scratch of earth is the hottest desert in Arizona. It is also the part of the Sonoran region (referred to as the Altar Desert) where average annual rainfall is barely measurable. In a good year it gets 250 millimeters of rain, the bulk of which happens in late summer during the monsoon season or as light winter rains. This lunar landscape is a place where you can die of thirst in June, drown in a flash flood in August, or freeze to death in January. Most are killed by the sun.
The band of black robed travelers marches. Javier feels the muscles in his thighs tighten and burn. It's been eight days since he was last here. His fatigued body has not yet fully recuperated. He hasn't been drinking enough liquids while waiting in Nogales. Surprisingly, there's no water fountain in the cemetery. It has been weeks since he got more than four hours of sleep at any one time. He has a low grade headache and, ironically, his mouth tastes like sand. He is just entering the desert and already suffering from the early stages of dehydration.
The group silently walks west for hours. Some occupy themselves by memorizing what the backside of the person they are trailing looks like. Lupe keeps herself entertained by fantasizing about her homecoming. She knocks on the front door of her small apartment, and little Lucia sticks her head out from behind the living room blinds. "It's Mama! Let me in! I lost my keys in the desert." Lucia and her baby brother, Herman, come running out to hug her. Angela, her evil neighbor, barrels out of the next-door apartment screaming she is going to call immigration police again. Lupe grabs a dented shovel from her neighbor's porch and throws it wildly at Angela's head. It smacks the side of her skull and makes a dull metal clank. Lupe especially likes that part of the story, so she replays it over and over again.
Javier is sweating and has already started taking big chugs from his first gallon of water. They climb a large hill and then fall down into a steep canyon. If they had a map, they could see that they just passed through the Pajarito Mountains and have to scale at least three more mountain ranges before getting to a point where they can be safely picked up. No one except El Gordo knows this unfortunate fact, and he has no interest in sharing this information. It's easier to keep the pollos in line if they have no clue where they are, where they are headed, or how far they have to walk.
The trail they take down into the canyon is a twisting dirt maze of cracked rock and loose gravel. It's like trying to walk down a hill covered in billiard balls. At any moment you can turn an ankle or slip and fall on your ass. One of the nameless men in the group trips and stumbles. The gallon of water he is holding goes rolling down the canyon. It splashes its metallic-colored contents as it bounces off the rocks below. Someone helps him up by the elbow. No one says a word. They get to the bottom of the canyon and start lumbering across a bed of sandy gravel. All you can hear is the sound of hurried feet in Converse fighting to keep moving across the sinking hot sand. The canyon veers left and right like a weekend drunk behind the wheel. The turns are disorienting. Are we headed west? Are we still in Mexico? The pale sky completely disappears behind the steep cliffs above their heads. The canyon walls threaten to swallow them up.
After hours of walking, they turn a corner and the smell of marijuana hits them in the face. El Gordo freezes in his tracks and mumbles, "Puta madre." Footsteps come running toward them.
"Don't you fucking move!"
They stare at an emaciated cholo wearing baggy jeans and a black Brujería T-shirt. A poorly rolled joint dangles from the side of his cracked mouth. There is a matte-black 9-millimeter in one of his claws. The gun is pointed sideways as in Ios videos de hip-hop.
''jYa pagamos! jYa pagamos! We're with Grillo," cries El Gordo. It is the first time anyone has seen him show any vulnerability. It scares them.
The cholo pulls El Gordo aside. They smoke cigarettes and whisper out of ear shot. Fifteen minutes later their guide tells them to sit down and get comfortable. "We can't cross tonight. They are running a load through here so we'll have to wait until tomorrow."
A few quietly groan, but nobody dares make a scene.
''I'm starving. What do you fuckers have to eat?" the cholo asks. They start handing over some of their food and water. Rough calculations are made in people's heads. The unspoken group consensus is that they don't have enough supplies to survive an extra day of waiting and still walk several days through the desert. It's too late to turn back.

DAY 2

At 10 A.M. the cholo tells them they can leave, but not before bullying people into giving up more of their food and water. No one really slept the night before, which means they are exhausted before they even cross the border.
Out of the corner of his eye, Javier sees Lupe quickly kiss a tattered photograph of her kids and stuff it into her red bra. "Hey, nena, give me your number so I can call you!" the cholo barks. Lupe mumbles "Fuck you" under her breath.
The ants start marching behind El Gordo otra vez. After less than two minutes, they make a sharp right, and the canyon breaks open to reveal a barbed wire fence with a small gate. Their fearless leader unwraps a piece of wire and opens it."jBien venidos a Gringolandia!" he says. The door on the fence is a joke, but no one is laughing. They hurry through and El Gordo closes the gate behind him. They have just crossed into the United States through Walker Canyon and now have to navigate the Atascosa Mountains.
More winding through steep canyons. More hot sand and loose gravel. El Gordo points to the top of a ridge and says, “We need to go up that way”. The group clumsily bushwhacks up the steep hill. Everyone gropes at rocks and branches, anything to pull them up the canyon wall. Carlos squeezes a tree branch and screams as a two inch thorn pierces his fleshy pad. "Watch the plants," El Gordo says as he continues to guide them up the hill and through a nasty patch of jumping cholla and barrel cacti.
Every native organism in this environment has adapted to deal with extreme temperature fluctuations, fight off dehydration, and survive excessive heat. Many are heavily armored with all forms of spikes, spines, lances, and other natural weaponry to help them battle predators and guarantee seed dispersal off the fur, skin, and clothing of all passersby. Red devil's claw, whitethorn acacia, pincushion cacti, crucifixion thorn: Unpleasant creatures pepper a landscape that botanists refer to as an ''arboreal forest". This is a world ruled by mountain lions, ocelots, black bears, javelinas, giant centipedes, bark scorpions, coral snakes, and black widows. More species of rattlesnakes (eleven) dwell in the Sonoran Desert than any other place in the world. In this hard land the power of nature is on full display.
They approach the hilltop. Everyone's pant legs are decorated with yellowed cholla spines. When Carlos reaches down to remove some of them, they immediately stick to his fingertips. The jumping cactus is as alive as any animal out here. Lupe has tried to crawl under a giant mesquite tree to avoid the minefield of cacti. Her tanned arms are a mess of red swollen scratches. No one thought to wear a long-sleeve shirt in this natural laboratory where lessons in the evolutionary biology of extreme environments are learned firsthand. The temperature approaches 100 degrees. Javier has already drained one of his three bottles of water. Some in the group have only one gallon left.
At the top of the ridge El Gordo tells them, “Wait here. I need to go make a call”. He scurries off with his cell phone while the haggard group looks for any kind of shade. People assemble underneath the few scattered mesquite trees, but they offer little respite from the sun. The powerful noontime rays easily penetrate the tree's minimal foliage, baking the ground beneath them. Javier and Carlos huddle near a small stand of bushes. Carlos pulls a yellow bandanna out of his back pocket and starts wiping the sweat off his brow. He forgot to bring a hat. His face is bright red from the sun.
"My cousin says there are gringo cazamigrantes out here who shoot Mexicans like deer," he tells Javier.
"I think those are just stories people tell to fuck with you".
Separating fact from fiction in this desert is difficult. Red-necked neo-Nazis playing shoot the wetbacks) though, are not just migrant campfire stories. In recent years numerous border crossers have reported being fired at in the Sonoran Desert by white men decked out in camouflage. The murders of several people remain unsolved.  "Try not to think about that stuff and just stay positive. You have to have faith," Javier says. It's unclear if he himself believes this.
The group hears footsteps coming from the bushes and think it's El Gordo returning.
Two lanky figures appear like specters materialized out of the red dust. They are shadows of men in the bright sun. One is cradling a rifle, an American-made AR-15 bought at a gun show in Phoenix and smuggled into Mexico. For a moment they stand silently looking at the group; their dark eyes and raw mouths are overly accentuated by the black ski masks both are wearing. "Nobody move!" the guy with the assault rifle shrieks.
Bajadores. The Spanish verb bajar means "to bring down, to lower, to drop." That is exactly what happens in a matter of minutes. They line the group up and proceed to make everyone toss their wallets and money into a dirty burlap sack. Nobody has much to offer.
"Where's the fucking money?" Crickets.
"Fine, take off all of your clothes.” A gentle breeze passes.
Three shots are fired into the air in quick succession. Gold shell casings ring like tiny bells as they hit the desert floor.
Belts unbuckle. Pants wiggle past knees. "Take off everything!"
They are all standing naked doing their best to modestly cover up their genitals and breasts. One of the women is crying. Carlos fights back tears. While the gun is aimed at them, the other bajador starts walking down the line excavating pockets and feeling clothes for squirreled away treasures. He runs a finger along the inner waist seam on Carlos's blue jeans and finds a homemade patch where he has tried to conceal the $50 his dad gave him.
"You think we're stupid, asshole?"
Before he can answer, Carlos feels a fist to the stomach that makes him almost vomit. He falls over.
"Stand up, jotito, and stop crying or we'll give you something to really cry about." He gets upright and tries to pull himself together. All he can do is look away from the group and wipe the tears from his eyes with his shoulder. He is a virgin and doesn't want the women to see him naked. "Who in the group is Centro Americana?" Dead air.
Lupe can hear her heartbeat in her right eardrum.
The guy with the greasy bag walks over to Javier and Marcos. They are standing naked side by side cupping their vergas.
"Where are you from, puto?"
"Puebla."
"¿Y tu, Moreno?"
"Veracruz".
"No mames. Show me some fucking ID".
Javier bends down and pulls his Mexican voter card from his sock.
The bajador twists the credencial in the sunlight like a TSA agent checking for the background hologram. He throws it on the ground.
"OK, paisa, give me your fucking watch".
He makes his way down the line and finally gets to Lupe. She is the youngest of the three women by almost twenty years.
He grins and shows a broken set of muddy teeth through the hole in his mask. "What do we have here?"
Lupe shivers in the blinding sun, her hands vainly trying to cover her chest and crotch.
He squeezes one of her brown breasts like he is testing the ripeness of some fruit.
She slaps his hand away with the arm that was covering her pubic area.
Quickly, a closed fist brings a bright flash to her eyes. She stumbles backwards. An unexpectedly strong hand grabs her by the throat and straightens her posture.
"We're not fucking around, bitch!"
Her eyeballs bulge as she gasps for air. It feels as though he's going to break her windpipe.
Lupe stares straight back at the two red eyes poking through the mask. She tells herself not to fight back even though there are only two of them this time. Maybe it will be over quicker. The pulsing in her eardrum is deafening. It gives her something to focus on.
A dirty hand awkwardly walks down her chest and stomach. It passes over a black patch of wiry hair and suddenly two fingers are in her.  She winces and squirms. The grip on her neck tightens. A rough fingernail scratches her insides.
She chokes on his hot stale breath, Carlos whimpers.
Javier starts thinking about the last time he saw Jennifer.
Marcos makes a gesture as if to do something. The gun is turned on him. "Stop fucking around, Abel. Let's go!" the gunman yells.
Five minutes later they are picking up off the ground what's left of their things. Lupe is quietly getting dressed. She wipes the dust off the photo of her kids and sticks it back into her bra.
They wait all afternoon for El Gordo to return. By nightfall, they know he is gone and that this was part of his plan. “I’m gonna kill that son of a bitch if I ever see him again,” Javier says to no one in particular. It's a goddamn lie and he knows it. Still, the hollow declaration makes him feel a little better after not doing anything to stop the assault. When he tells the story later at the basketball court in Nogales, he will say that it was him who threatened to kill the bajadores and that's why no one was raped.

DAY 3

Javier, Marcos, Lupe, and Carlos decide to keep moving. The rest of the group wants to stay behind and turn themselves into the Border Patrol. They've had enough. The men shake hands. A few hug. Javier thinks he knows the way. "We just have to stay in the mountains and off the trails. The harder it is for us, the harder it is for la migra," he says.
They set off a few hours before daylight and follow a trail on a high ridge for several miles. The sun starts to show itself on the distant horizon, and they drop down into a canyon where there is more cover from Border Patrol and the heat. Carlos offers some unsolicited advice: "If a helicopter comes, we should all lie on the ground and close our eyes. My cousin says they can detect you by the whites of your eyes”. "Your cousin sounds like a genius," Javier scoffs. It sounds ridiculous, but everyone in the group has heard this line enough times to believe that it might be true.
Around 10 A.M, they limp out of the canyon and approach a dirt road. They hide in the brush like animals and debate what to do next. "We need to cover our tracks," Marcos says. Everyone is startled by this utterance. He has been so quiet for the last three days that people were starting to wonder if he knew how to talk at all. "One person go in the lead and the rest of us will walk in their footsteps. I'll sweep the tracks away".
Marcos commandeers a branch from a nearby tree. The group slinks across the road while he follows behind and does his best to erase their steps. They have just passed Ruby Road, which as the crow flies is less than eight miles from the border. It has taken them almost seventy two hours to reach this point.
Javier leads them toward the Tumacacori mountain range, which they can see in the distance. The angular red peaks cut an intimidating profile against the empty Sonoran sky. It's like a demon waiting patiently for them. They work their way into another steep canyon.
For hours they crawl through a graveyard of boulders decorated with upturned trees, sand, and discarded migrant clothes deposited by seasonal floodwaters. They pass a rusted out Volkswagen flipped over like a helpless insect. It's obvious you don't want to be down here when a monsoon starts unless you're looking to get washed back to Nogales. Where the canyon dead ends, they start working their way up the side of a mountain. Javier leads the group toward a high trail that he can see in the distance. It's risky to take a route like this in midday, but they don't want to stop moving or double back. They cut through more fields of dense mesquite and cholla. "Where are we headed, El Gordo?" Lupe asks. Javier laughs for the first time in weeks.
They reach the high trail and Javier collapses under a tree. Lupe is right behind him. They both look downhill and see that Marcos is carrying Carlos's backpack. The skinny kid is struggling to get one foot in front of the other. It's like he's wearing ankle weights. "We should rest a little until the sun goes down. It is too hot to keep doing this," she says. For several hours they rest under the tree and share what food they have left. In total, they have less than three gallons of water.
The sun is sitting directly above them when Marcos gets up and walks down the trail. "Voy al baño," he says. A few short minutes later they hear yelling. In a panic Lupe and Javier stand up and grab their bags. They are unsure whether to run or try to help. Marcos comes barreling around the corner with his pants halfway down screaming, "Run! Run!" Before anyone can react, they see a bristly haired javelina galloping behind him. Lupe finds a rock and hurls it with full force. It makes a dull thud when it smacks the animal's meaty gut. He stops his chase and starts grunting and whining. It's a bold taunt. Lupe grenades another rock and this time hits the beast square in the head. It barks disapproval and scampers away. Marcos quickly buckles his pants. He gives the audience his trademark serious look. Within seconds, they are all laughing hysterically. "Man," Marcos says, "they warned me about rattlesnakes, but not about horny javelinas!" This keeps them entertained for several hours as they simmer in the shade.
At nightfall they begin again. The temperature is in the upper 80s and the water is going quickly. The group takes periodic rests, but the rocks and ground around them are emitting heat after a long day spent absorbing sunlight. Resting seems as painful as walking. "We need to keep moving before the sun comes up," Lupe says. The pace is considerably slower than the previous day, but Carlos is still barely able to keep up. At 3 A.M. they stop. Everyone is exhausted and needs a break. It is obvious that the kid can't go much farther. Carlos closes his eyes and quickly falls asleep. They settle in under black skies and the disfigured silhouettes of tree branches. Coyotes whine in the distance.
They stir at dawn and take stock of their supplies. A gallon of water is spread across three scratched up bottles. After days in the sun, their life-sustaining supply of liquid is now the temperature of warm piss. Carlos complains of thirst. His pink skin is clammy to the touch.
"He needs water. We need to keep going until we find a cattle tank."
Again, feet drag across the desert floor. It is slow going and they stop every twenty minutes to wet their lips with what is left at the bottom of their bottles. This crawling goes on for hours until the only one with any water left in their bottle is Lupe. They pass her jug around and force Carlos to take a little extra. They are beyond the point of return, buried alive in the Tumacdcori Mountains. Everyone is looking up at the sky, hoping that a helicopter will fly by. They keep walking and walking.
The day is bright and sunny and warm when Carlos collapses on the trail. Blood quietly drips from his nose as he shivers. A string holds a tiny wooden cross around his neck. One of his shoes has come untied. His burned skin is ice cold. Javier and Marcos drag his thin frame under a mesquite tree. The ground is hot to the touch, so they take their shirts off and make a comfortable bed for him. Lupe kneels and slowly pours what is left of their water into his mouth. "Graciela, hand me that Coca Cola, please," he says. Lupe shoots Javier a quick look that reads, "This is bad".
It is decided that Lupe will stay behind while Marcos and Javier go for help. “I’m fine,” she says. "You go find water or Border Patrol and come back for us. My feet are bad anyways." She takes off one of her silver running shoes to reveal three raw patches of skin where her toenails once resided. They give her what is left of their food, and the two men start down the trail with empty white jugs tied to their back packs like boat buoys.
"Don't worry, Carlos, we will be back in a few hours."
The kid waves a limp hand and smiles softly.
Lupe waits with him for two days. At the end of the first day, she urinates in her hands and drinks it. At the end of the second day Carlos starts babbling something about a gray horse. Lupe pisses again into her hands what little liquid her body has left to give. She slurps some of it out of her palm and then trickles the remaining brown fluid into Carlos's mouth. He gags and spits up a little blood and pink foam. She massages his frail arms and legs until he falls asleep. Two hours later he starts shaking and babbling about the horse again. Lupe grasps his flailing arms. After a few fitful minutes he gets quiet. When the Border Patrol finally shows up, she is too dehydrated to cry. Carlos is quietly staring at the open sky.

DAY 4

"Look, you can see the lights of Tucson."
"jNo mames, cabron! jEstas alucinando!”
It is broad daylight. Tucson is 35 miles away.
They are lost, but no one wants to talk about it. The trail they were on ended abruptly, forcing them to climb a hill to find a new route. By the time they decided to turn back after seven hours of walking, it was too late. They couldn't remember which direction they had come from. The only option now is to find water or help. After a restless night lying in the dirt dreaming about pools of shimmering silver water, they start again in the morning. They are filthy skeletons staggering through the brush. Heads hang heavy, oblivious as to what is ahead on the trail. Marcos bulldozes a branch and almost knocks himself out.
They sit under a tree and wait for the sun to go away. Javier spots a nopal cactus nearby with red tunas perched on top. He grabs a cluster of fruit and starts sucking on it. It's nothing more than a mouthful of bone and spines that shreds his gums. He is oblivious to the pain and can't tell if he is swallowing juice or his own blood. He doesn't care. Marcos takes a piece of fruit but is too exhausted to eat it. Javier spits the bloody pulp onto the cracked red earth. Ants crawl all over it.
In silence they wait for hours, periodically nodding off. By midafternoon, they both feel a little better. Javier turns to Marcos and says, "Oye, cabron, remember when we caught you trying to screw that javelina?"
Into the mountains they continue as the sun fades into the glowing horizon. Two hours later they stumble upon a dried up lagoon used to water cattle. A shallow puddle of green liquid sits at the center. It is no bigger than a coffee table. With what little energy they have left, they run toward it. Marcos falls down before he can get there and crawls the last fifteen feet. Javier starts filling his bottle with the sludge. It is more algae and mud than water, but it is the best thing he has ever tasted. "Little sips. You have to take little sips or you will get sick," he tells Marcos. Marcos pays him no mind. He grabs the filthy bottle and squeezes the contents into his mouth.

DAY 5

They sleep next to the lagoon, despite worries that animals might be attracted to the water. That night, Javier dreams he is drowning in a pool of red black mud. The viscous liquid covers his body and he struggles to free his arms. Something pulls him down into the deep and his open mouth takes in mud. He wants to swallow but his throat closes up. Arms flail. He gags and chokes as he disappears into the murk. A shortness of breath startles him awake. He becomes aware of a low grumbling sound. "Marcos, can you hear that?" Marcos is gone.
He hears the noise again. It is muffled and coming from somewhere through a patch of trees whose branches are backlit by the moon like a giant spider web. Javier walks toward the sound.
It is the bellowing of a man in violent pain. In the pale gray of the night stars he can see Marcos on the ground holding his guts as though they're spilling out of some invisible war wound. Green foam rings his mouth and pools on the ground next to him. Watery shit drips out of the bottom of one of his pant legs. Javier pulls him up and they walk arm-in-arm back to the tree where they slept. It is an act of kindness only strangers who meet in moments of great shared trauma can comprehend.
Javier waits until the horizon line is outlined in orange. He stands and says, "I will be back with help. I promise." His last line of defense is a white jug full of cloudy green paste.
He is walking away when Marcos whispers, "My name is Manuel Saucedo Gutierrez. I am from San Marcos, El Salvador. Please tell them my name."
"Don't worry, mano, you can tell them yourself when I come back."
Through half-closed eyelids, Marcos watches him disappear over a hill and then stares off into the distance. For the first time he notices the three oblong shapes perched in a nearby tree quietly eyeing him.
By noon, Javier has swallowed all of the cattle tank water he brought with him. He tries to follow the trail, but each time it makes a sharp turn, he rambles through fields of nopal cacti and acacia. His ankles are bleeding; his lips are cracked open and black; blisters cover his face. Like a Depression-era hobo, his toes stick out from the front of one of his floppy shoes. Somewhere the water bottle went missing, but he doesn't remember when. The sun laughs from high over his head while slow, roasting his brain. He tries to imagine what saliva tastes like. He tries to remember how many days he has been walking. When the Border Patrol find him on the side of the road, he will be weeping and mumbling, "You have to help Marcos," A crew, cut EMT will give Javier an IV drip before he is driven to a detention center in Tucson. Two days later he will be deported to Nogales in the middle of the night.


Unmasking Deterrence

Although Lupe, Carlos, Marcos, and Javier are fictionalized characters whom I use to illustrate the phenomenology of a border crossing, their experiences and dialogue are quite real and drawn from hundreds of interviews I have conducted with migrants over the years. As fantastic as these tales may seem, they are by no means unique, a point driven home by the dramatic non-fictionalized stories that make up the rest of this book. People like Lupe and Carlos are living and dying in the desert at this very moment.
In this chapter I have contaminated the phrase "Prevention Through Deterrence" by providing graphic details regarding how this policy is experienced on the ground. I have also sought to illuminate the strategic role that nonhumans play in federal border enforcement by using the hybrid collectif as an explanatory framework. This second point is critical given that many conceptualize the injuries and deaths that result from border crosser engagements with animals, terrain, and temperature as “natural outcomes” or outcomes with no causal link to federal policies. Migrants have been purposefully funneled into the desert through various enforcement practices, a tactic that has enabled Border Patrol to outsource the work of punishment to actants such as mountains and extreme temperatures. Labeling migrant deaths an "act of nature" is a convenient way to ignore the hybrid collectif of deterrence that was intentionally set in motion by policy strategists twenty years ago and that continues to function today. There is also strong evidence that Border Patrol agents remotely monitor migrants and let them continue walking in the desert for prolonged periods before attempting to apprehend them.  Using the Sonoran Desert to grind people down makes apprehension significantly easier and follow-up crossing attempts more difficult. As I have shown, a lot can happen in a few days of walking.
Knowing the inner workings of this system is crucial both for understanding the border-crossing stories told in the following sections of this book and for connecting the dots between singular events that happen in the desert and the macroscale political and social processes that shape undocumented migration as a whole. By shining a light on the many parts that structure federal enforcement and the forms of agency that emerge from the collaborative efforts of a host of actants working to deter border crossers, I intend to demonstrate that while certain events in the desert may be random, the entire system has an unpleasant and systematic logic. In no uncertain terms, Prevention Through Deterrence is designed to hurt people [emphasis added].
… My point is … that the Border Patrol has intentionally set the stage so that other actants can do most of the brutal work. Despite the claim by some that the desert has become uncontrollable, even from the perspective of federal law enforcement officers who find themselves at risk while patrolling this great expanse, I see this environment as the perfect silent partner in boundary control…  In this context, agency is relational and produced as part of a human-induced chain reaction… Although it is impossible to know how entities will react until they are brought together, it is obvious that Border Patrol expected the desert to inflict harm on migrants. This was a point clearly spelled out in the initial 1994 Border Patrol policy plan with a bulleted point that simply reads: “Violence will increase as effects of [Prevention Through Deterrence] are felt”. The actants that have been drawn into federal border enforcement have clearly gone above and beyond the call of duty in helping to escalate border violence. Subsequently, each day offers the hybrid collectif an opportunity to create new forms of unimaginable agency.
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