





























Chapter I: La Lucha, towards a dismantling of narrative monopolies

1. Introduction

A border patrol officer points his 9mm at a young brown man. Without knowing it,
the officer targets a prosthesis concealed by his pants and a pair of tennis shoes that have
walked through three countries.

"Go ahead, Shoot," José Luis thinks.

Not only because the officer aims for his prosthesis, but because after traveling
through El Salvador, Guatemala, and Mexico on three different occasions, trying to reach the
United States, now, a few steps from E/ Otro Lado, José Luis will not back down. He is one
of a small group of seventeen mutilated men with crutches, prosthetic legs, and wheelchairs
who after crossing Mexico show up at a border crossing between Piedras Negras and Eagle
Pass on a warm summer morning. They aim to arrive in Washington D.C. to speak with
President Barack Obama. The border is immediately shut down as if under a terrorist attack.

My dissertation, The survivors of the train: disability, testimonio, and activism in
migrants with disabilities, centers the activism, the healing process and praxes of migrants
from Central America who have suffered injuries resulting in amputations on their way to the
US through Mexico atop an old freight train known as "La Bestia" (The Beast).

I develop three deeply interconnected lines of analysis. First, I argue that maiming

and dismemberment are intentional colonial acts of violence to discourage migration.



However, against actions that seem all-powerful, what I call ‘the corporal genre of
migration testimonies’, a genre of communicative care ingrained in indigenous oral traditions

of healing and communal care, is a powerful tool of collective resistance.

N\

Communal Care,

FIGURE 1FIGURE 1. DIAGRAM REPRESENTING THE CENTRAL ARGUMENTS

Second, I bring close attention to the process of incarnation traversed by language. 1
focus on how the stump (the flesh) is molded and brought into existence during rehabilitation.
I center language as an axis of analysis, building the basis for a broader analysis of the body
and language. Finally, I relate to forms of care.

I am inspired by Felicity Aulino's work on care (2019a, 2019b) and Lynnette Arnold's
perspective from linguistic anthropology on language and care (2015, 2018, 2020). I
understand care essentially as defined by Mckearney and Amrith in The Cambridge

Encyclopedia of Anthropology (2022), ‘a relationship, rather than a biological quality of



individuals, this universal varies along with other forms of social variation’. Using a
language-based approach to mobility, I center on embodiment and community to understand
migration. I try to go beyond the well-documented migration scholarship that addresses the
structural apparatus of terror that enacts violence and puts people in harm's way.

I build on Aulino’s phenomenological approach to care (2019a 2019b) and Arnold’s
communicative care approach (2020) to describe how enactments of language (utterances as
speech genres) are modes of experiencing the world. Hence, migrant testimonio allows
people in forced displacement to share their experiences of survival with their community
while acting as a habitus that intervenes and shapes experiences in a profoundly communal
and corporeal way. I trace a connection between migration testimonios and Indigenous
America’s oral traditional storytelling that emerge from specific ontologies of the body and
emotions, then enacts specific forms of listening and caring (see appendix on indigeneity for
a further definition of “Indigenous Americas”).

I set up a dialogue between afro-indigenous ancestral conocimiento and theory from
medical and linguistic anthropology to understand the structural conditions, lived experience,
and collective resistance of people who undergo a migration journey. I organized these
interconnected lines of research in chapters that develop four overarching arguments:

First, I established the relationship between settler colonialism and migration as a context
to understand the effects neoliberalism has had on the countries and communities transformed
by international migration, climate and eco-environment destruction, and militarization, and

as well as the sociopolitical context of Mexico where injuries occur.



The Chapter 1I: I was a migrant before I was born, uses a decolonial feminist
approach I contextualize amputations as intentional acts of violence to harm and subordinate
racialized communities in the Global South. The chapter also introduces tow of the co-
collaborators of my research: Joe and José Luis, two amputated migrants with interconnected
life journeys. Through their own voice and theory, I reflect on what “being a migrant before
birth” means. I argue that migrants face a process of "debilitation" as a direct effect of settler
capitalism prior to the amputation.

Chapter IlI: Providing care under settler capitalism reviews the historical process
that leads to today’s Mexican health system, and its formation as an outpost for colonization.
I connect this process with my family stories. What does it mean to get sick and get well
within a dismantled health system? What is the impact of racialization and xenophobia
inherent in the health system in whose responsibilities lies the injured bodies of migrants?

Chapter IV The Hospital, Racism and Xenophobia in Migrant Care, following up on
Chapter III, is an in-depth analysis of the experiences of injured migrants while they
recovered in health centers in Mexico. What is the journey of care a migrant follows when
injured? what is the role of hospital in deterring migration?

Chapter V: Stump flesh, narrative, and touch, builds my analysis on my witnessing
of Joe’s border crossing journey and his recovery as he physically healed from his injuries
caused by La Bestia in Central Mexico. In doing so, I closely review the interaction between
migrants with amputations and the health system. Likewise, by building an approach to
process of embodiment, I form analysis and describe the ontological process of inhabiting

mutilated bodies as they heal and recover.



While planning my fieldwork research I first intended to conduct storytelling and
creative writing workshops with migrant that suffered amputations while recovering in
rehabilitation centers in Mexico, yet while in the field, I was faced with a distinctive
storytelling genre that I refer in my dissertation as the corporeal genre of migrant testimony.
I identified migrant testimony as a local genre of communicative care ingrained in oral
traditions of healing. Coming into these realizations inspired the second argumentative line
of my research that centers on testimonio as collective decolonial voices and praxis of
resistance, theorizing that said oral forms, anchored in ontologies of the indigenous Americas,
resist the brutal forces of displacement, harm, and disappearances.

Chapter VI. Testimonio and languages of grief reviews the theoretical grounds of my
approach to phenomenology and language. My main argument is that through a decolonial
literary approach to displacement, we can explore the role of storytelling as a tool to heal
from historical trauma. The migratory narrative is formed, trained, transformed, received,
given feedback, and created in the community with small, apparently mundane interactions.

Chapter VII. The Corporeal Genre of Migration testimonios: voices in mobility focuses
on the specific subgenre of migrant testimonio. I suggest that migration testimony engages
listeners who, with apparently mundane acts of care, resist the dehumanization of migrants.
I look closely at these mundane acts of care — such as medical staff opposing migrants'
deportation, women providing food for migrants from their own impoverished pockets — to
explore how migrants build networks of care. While the scopes of these acts of resistance
might seem “small” against the capitalist crimmigration regime they help us focus on the

possibilities that could reside in building decolonial forms of healing.



Another crucial axis of my research focuses on storytelling and decolonial healing. I
argue that the colonization of the language used to treat and address mental health and the
body's imposition as an individualistic and dual mind/spirit entity generates a narrative
monopoly, that excludes the ritual way of speaking and naming their pain in populations of
the Americas where migrant testimonio is not only a genre of speech but a way of healing.

In Chapter VIII. Humanitarian listening and silencing 1 analyze how amputated
migrants interact with the Apparatus of Care and how humanitarian listening cannot
recognize oral genres as forms of social organization. A key axis of my dissertation is the
analysis of the structures of care with which migrants with amputations interact.

The Political Scientist David Fitzgerald (2019) posits that alongside the architecture of
repulsion, there is also an architecture of protection that likewise works following the politics
of remote control, such as refugee camps and shelters. Hence, I consider that the critical study
of humanitarian and advocacy networks is crucial and paradoxically understudied to expand
our understanding of migration. Fitzgerald names this structure of care Humanitarian
Government, and Tickin names it the “Apparatus of Care”, both of them arguing that these
structures through selective compassion are shaped by the ideas of humanitarian and a shared
universal humanity that requires intervention or rescue and care for suffering victims (Beckett
2019, Feldman and Ticktin 2013, Ferguson 1994).

In my dissertation, I differentiate two main structures in the apparatus of care and
humanitarian governance: (a) Liberalist engines of repulsion, differentiated from the (b)

charity engines of migrant care. I contrast these two with the communal praxis of care as



resistance. This differentiation allows me to explain how they sometimes interact, ally
themselves and sometimes confront each other.

I analyze the embodied trainings of listening as an activist and as a participant of the
Apparatus of Care. During the months of COVID lockdown I worked as an online volunteer
for COAMEX, Mexican coalition for the rights of people with disabilities and their alliance
with UNHCR (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees). This experience allowed
me to build a network of relations despite not being able to physically move and engage in
in-person activities for a period.'

When I was able to interact and engaged in person during the summer of 2021, I
participated as a volunteer in Los Angeles, California in the United States where I worked
alongside the organization Migrant Disabilities Organization.” In this dissertation, I reflect
on my personal feelings, emotions, and awareness of my body as I participated in the
organization in the capacity of volunteer.

I emphasize my intimate bodily reactions and my embodied training to listen to the
emotions of migrants suffering from disabilities to analyze how a specific way of hearing
operates and is constructed within the various care apparatuses. I make an analysis of my
subjectivity as an engaged anthropologist whose family and personal history mediates my

way of participating in the phenomenon I study. From my life experience and my personal

' However, my insights are also informed by my personal experiences of more than nine years of
experience working for a nonprofit organization in Mexico and the US since 2012, during which time
I have worked in different NGOs and organizations that provide assistance to migrants both in the
United States and Mexico. For example, I collaborated with Cruzanto Fronteras in Tapachula, Chiapas
y KIND Kids in Need of Defense in Boston in 2017.

2 Names of people and organizations have been changed.



history, to analyze how, being part of the apparatus of care, I identify the structural pressures
that define the type of "help" migrants receive. I suggest that humanitarian aid, founded on
liberalism or missionary esthetics of care, trains the body of humanitarian workers to silence
non-Western ways of understanding suffering.

The incapacity of honoring the voices of migrants reinforces narrative monopolies
that inherently subordinate the survivors and opponents of necropolitical violence, building
and reinforcing the imaginaries of migrants as “suffering others”. Likewise, the process of
humanitarian colonialism unintendedly contributes to the destruction of non-western forms
of communal healing, leaving the resisting communities of the Global South in risk of losing
the thread that takes us to the labyrinth's exit, leaving us with immense unresolved and
unprocessed grief.l suggest that humanitarian aid, founded on liberalism or missionary
esthetics of care, trains the body of humanitarian workers to silence non-Western ways of
understanding suffering.

Finally, I look closely at the stories of social organization and transborder resistance.
In Chapter IX: God put people and communal listening as a force of care, | take a detailed
look at the activist journeys of José Luis and how La Caravana de Mutilados — The Mutilated
Caravan — articulated across borders actions. Likewise, I focus on Edna’s migration journey
to describe forms of communal care in the migratory route.

The final chapter, Chapter X: Conclusion, living with disabilities in El Otro Lado (the
US), describes the challenges of living with a disability in the United States. As a form of

conclusion, I argue that specific frameworks of care enact differentiated forms of care praxis.



I intended that my dissertation honor the presence and plurality of ontologies and oral
genres to feel, be, and become in the world in ways that re-propose and adapt ancient oral
storytelling genres. These assortments of understandings of the body and emotions oppose
the narrative monopolies that impose and subordinate the voices of those who are othered.
Native American scholars have drawn attention to the inability of the scholarly format to cite
knowledge as sources (Tuhiwai Smith, 1999). I have tried my best to honor in this text the
voices and insights I have learned by listening, hence I references oral storytelling as a critical
source of collective knowledge.

Likewise, in some way, this dissertation is my own testimonio. | weaved the story of
my family and my own story as woman del sur with a fervent curiosity about what surrounds
me, and as a student trying to build scholarships that is intentionally anti-colonialist. As
Tuhuwai Smith posits, “research is not an innocent or distant academic exercise but an
activity that has something at stake and that occurs in a set of political and social conditions”
(1999:5). In my research I focused on language through a decolonial praxis of listening and
enacting forms of caring and participating in La Lucha “por un mundo donde quepan todos
los mundos”,*“A world where many worlds fit”.

What is known as the decolonial turn posits that a colonial logic went hand in hand
with European industrial capitalist violent expansion and remains in force as a real material
process and as an unconscious and sedimented ideology at the base of political and cultural
imaginaries (Mignolo 2010, Dussel 2011, Quijano 1998, Maldonado-Torres 2012). This
theoretical body profoundly influences my theoretical perspective. However, it does so

because it allows me to recognize at the center of these academic theorizations the grassroot



collective voices that I heard in what is called La Lucha. My research builds on the praxis of
lucha por la vida and the conocimiento of Berta Céceres and the women participating in E/
Movimiento de Mujeres en Defensa de la Tierra y el Territorio y por el Derecho a Decidir/
Movement of Women in Defense of Land and Territory and for the Right to Decide.

Likewise, I find inspiration in the writings of Gloria Anzaldua(1981) as well as the
scholarship of Black feminism (Hartman 2019, Wynter 2015) and decolonial Latin American
feminism (Espinosa Mifioso, 2016; Berlanga Gayodn, 2015; Segato 2003) and the voices and
journeys of Edna, José Luis and Joe.

I conceptualize La Lucha as a collective body of knowledge and praxis where
knowledge is created in the community. La Lucha is a diversity of voices that oppose the
voracious expansion of savage capitalism in an array of efforts, from the organized political
struggle to the invisibilized or ignored praxis of care within these social movements: the
women who care for the little children while the rallies are coordinated and cook. Those who
heal the injuries of migrants and feed them from their impoverished pockets. Those who hug,
those who resist in ways that seem insignificant against the seemingly all-powerful forces of
displacement yet build transformation in unthinkable places.

La Lucha is a place of becoming, where the “wretched of the earth™ craft collective

ways of living with dignity and joy.

2. La Lucha, ser pueblo, hacer pueblo

I grew up in La Lucha; 1 always thought that everyone had a family history like mine.
In my context, it was only through social organization and social struggle against the Mexican

state that minimum well-being could be ensured. It's not something that I'm particularly proud
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of or chose. It's simply the world I was born into, and I grew up in. I can't think away from
La Lucha because La Lucha defines me. And I am also defined by the social and emotional
detrimental consequences of growing up resisting the powerful forces of displacement and
extermination. For more than thirty years, my father, Vicente Morales, was part of the
Chiapas teachers' movement known as CNTE. The teachers' movement is, to date, a complex
labor and trade union base movement against neoliberalism.

Teachers systematically disappeared and were persecuted from the 1960s to recent
years. My family was lucky: my father received a threat, and we moved from our town to the
city. I was four years old, but I knew these were difficult times. We left our spacious house
in our community where our family lived, the garden and the old trees, and we moved to a
small room in the city in a low-income neighborhood, where my father's great-aunt Teresa
Rodrigues lived and had gotten us a reasonable price for a place. It was an isolated
neighborhood, and the house was made up of two humid dark and cavernous rooms in a
basement. [ was young, but [ knew that we were hiding and struggling, our lives had changed.

I see us four in the baby blue house — or baby yellow? I see us displaced and
impoverished, and I don't remember the color anymore. At some point, my teenage cousin
Marcos came to live with us. He would sit in the evenings to draw with me; he loved painting;
he later disappeared trying to reach the United States. The early 90s were difficult times for
the people in Chiapas. Everyone was trying to stay afloat amid an economic crisis, a war,
persecution, and general chaos.

Fortunately, a few years later, our circumstances changed again, for the better. My

dad got his teaching position restored, and he was reassigned to a new school. We moved
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again, this time to our own house. In Tuxtla, we found economic stability and a loving, open-
minded community. After the EZLN uprising in 1994, international organizations financed
art initiatives, and I extensively benefited from those public-sponsored initiatives. I entered
drama classes, book clubs, literature mentorships with celebrated authors, and language
lessons. 1 grew up surrounded by friends, supported by mentors, and deeply loved in a
thriving artistic city.

I soon forgot those challenging years. It was not until writing this text that I thought
back to those days. As I became aware, I felt guided in my political consciousness,
particularly as the memory of my aunt Teresa grew in my recollections like the old ceiba tree
where children are planted in the land.

My aunt Teresa was my paternal grandmother's aunt, and she was a well-known and
respected Mam healer and midwife. She, too, had been displaced from her community but
for very different reasons than ours. Many years earlier, while in her youth, Teresa finally
decided to break with the domestic violence she lived in and escaped to the city.

She began her new life first in Tapachula and later in Tuxtla. But her migration to the
city had a consequence; her indigenous origins and her work as a healer stigmatized her and
made it difficult for her and her children to integrate, so she converted to evangelism and
stopped speaking her language.

When we came to live in the city, in addition to helping us find a house, she sometimes

took care of my older sister and me after school. She picked us up from school and sometimes

* The Zapatista uprising was a 12-day rebellion led by the armed group Zapatista National Liberation
Army (EZLN) on January 1, 1994, in the state of Chiapas.

12



took us to her church. While my aunt Teresa cared for their house, her granddaughter was
trying to make a living selling door-to-door spoons and pots. My mom always bought from
her; later, she would sigh; “at least we got my salary”, she would say, and took more night
shifts.

My aunt’s body was slim and petite, her voice was soft, and the back of her hands had
veins that stood out like roots. From the first time I saw her, I loved her. She fascinated me,
and rumors spread that she was still a healer. Although her new religion forbade her, I, who
spent a lot of time at her house, knew that Teresa continued to heal children of indigestion
and fever with purges and treatments in the privacy of her home, and she also attended
miscarriages and pregnancies.

I was so enchanted by her that I even dreamed that she "healed" me like other children.
In those years, separating from my grandparents, and from my house, had caused me a stress
disorder. I constantly had extenuating pain in my belly. I also stopped communicating and
spent most of my time in silence. The doctors diagnosed me with colitis caused by post-
traumatic stress and my aunt diagnosed me with susto.

Sometimes I dreamed that she placed her hands on my stomach and put a plaster on
me, and the pain vanished. I don't know if this happened at some point or if it was a dream,
but I remember her hands caressing my belly and the feeling of peace that the body feels
when it stops being oppressed by pain.

Everything about my aunt Teresa was an enigma; [ wanted to follow her everywhere.
Our connection became such that many people told my mother not to let me spend so much

time with her because she gave me strange ideas. Ideas of shamans and sorcerers, which were
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mixed with an exotic Christianity where the presence of the devil was constant: according to
her, los demonios, el mal, the devil, lived in the television and the Coca-Cola.

‘Don't let the girl spend so much time with Teresa, she's getting ideas!’

I haven't thought about those days for a long time. I didn't think about how they
defined my life and how they define and guide what I now write and how I write it. But I
think that having spent those two years away from our community and surviving the worst
types of violence, I learned not about violence and resentment but about love, resistance,
community, and above all, healing.

There was something in my aunt Teresita, a way of caring for us, a way of teaching
us how to resist all exclusions and surviving with dignity and joy, in a gentle, hidden, magical
way. [ invoke her a lot these days, I conjure her, I enter a memory and I see her in the kitchen.
Small and thin, almost like a teenager girl. Her hair up in a bun, her skirt long. I see her from
behind, I approach her.

‘Auntie’, I call her. She turns around and has that mischievous smile, those black,
almond-shaped eyes. My aunt was of all ages and none.

‘What are you drinking?’ I ask her, as she drinks a brown liquid in an old plastic cup,

‘Burnt tortilla coffee’.

‘I want some too’, I tell her

‘No, not for you, I'm going to do something else for you’.

She gives me Choco milk with ice cubes.

She wants to spoil me, because she survives with very little money, she cannot even

afford coffee, that is why she burns the tortilla in a comal until it turns into ashes, she pours
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the ashes and mixes it with boiled water. It does not taste like coffee but looks like coffee.
But I don’t know that then, I am a child again, [ remember now. I am fascinated because |
have never heard of tortilla coffee before. Another magical trait of my aunt Teresa. Always
making magic things happen.

I want to hug her, but I don't hug her; she doesn't hug. She expresses love in other
ways; she gently touches my head and leads me to the sidewalk where all the family enjoys
the calm afternoon, my family talks and I sing a song for them, a soft wind blows. And I
watch her drink her drink, and I drink mine. She smiles at me. She takes a sip and smiles with
that enigmatic gesture as if she knows a secret I ignore.

Maybe I am chasing such a secret in the pages to follow.
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Chapter II: “I Was a Migrant Before I Was Born”

1. Gloria’s Son

Joe’s story begins with rape. A member of the la 18, a gang that controls the streets
of Progreso Yoro, Honduras, chases Gloria, a 16-year-old girl who is returning home from
her job as a clerk in a pharmacy. She screams for help, but the neighbors fear the reprisals of
a gang that is known for its violence, and its deep associations with state police. Immobilized
by fear, the neighbors in their homes try to distract themselves from what, in the darkness of
the street, they know happens to Gloria and other women of her age. After the
attack, Gloria manages barely to return alive to the house that she lives in with her
grandmother and her brothers. Although her grandmother is devastated, there is not much
surprise at what has happened to her. Parents in Progreso, like many regions in Central
America that are controlled by organized crime, corruption, and neoliberal fascist elites,
know that as soon as their daughters reach adolescence, or even earlier, they are vulnerable
to sexual violence. Systematic assaults frequently end in murder. Not only are these murders

widespread, but they are carried out with horrific, unfettered brutality.

According to critical decolonial feminist scholarship and feminist activism in Latin
America (see Espinosa-Mifioso, 2013; Berlanga-Gayon, 2015; Segato 2003, 2007; and
Movimiento de Mujeres en Defensa de la Tierra y el Territorio y por el Derecho a Decidir,
2019) the perverse logics of the patriarchal-capitalist-neoliberal system are based on the idea

of exploitable and disposable bodies, hence feminicidio obeys a sexist and racist order that
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results in criminal practices that target the bodies of racialized and exploited, precariat

women.

The increase of sexual violence against women and members of the
LGBTQ community goes hand in hand with the processes of the militarization of society. In
Honduras and other countries of the Global South, the institutionalized militarization has
impulsively increased since US intervention in the context of the Cold War. Particularly
accentuated in Honduras since the establishment of the Central American Defense Council
(CONDECA), a military pact between the countries of Central America and the United States
for the coordination of counterinsurgency activities (see Seckinger, 1981). However, instead
of the promised peace, the militarization of Central America and Mexico has only increased

the Human Right violations among the civilian population.

Nine months after the sexual assault on Gloria, Joe is born from this violation. By the
time he was born, his mother became seriously ill and died without a diagnosis in the
hospital of Progreso. As a baby, Joe remained in the care of his grandmother, who will never
let him forget that his father is a gang member of la ganga 18. For this reason, Joe's childhood
will be forever marked by the rape of his mother and the contempt for his biological father,
whose gang affiliation also seems to mark him with a tragic fate, a stain that excludes
him from his community. As Alison Winton mentions, “especially important, and again
largely neglected, is the fact that community violence carried out by young people has
important repercussions for young people not involved in its perpetration” (Winton,
2005:206). The case of Joe is not exceptional. In Honduras, El Salvador, and

Guatemala, the negative perception of youth who are not religious (evangelical or otherwise
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Christian) increases and prevails in families and neighborhoods, producing the
extreme vigilance towards children and youth. The sense of insecurity that people
perceive, has led the public to blame the rampant violence on the criminalized youth. In
effect, this population is framed into the scapegoats of corrupt systems.”

From a very young age, Joe is hyper-conscious of becoming related to gangs, although
his biological father who is now the leader of the gang continues to pressure and harass him
to join the gang and sell drugs for him. Growing up, he idolizes the memory of his mother,
especially because at home he receives neither affection nor care. He makes firm decisions
about his future, as soon as he can save up enough money working in a cattle farm, he will
migrate to A/ Otro Lado in those United States. In his first migration attempt, he fails, and is
deported back to Honduras in 2018. Joe tries a second time in 2020, and this time his life
changes forever: he falls from La Bestia in San Luis Potosi in Central Mexico, and half of his

body is maimed by the train.

*The establishment of pentecostal Christianity in Central America (and increasingly in southern
Mexico) has caused what William Girard (2019) calls 'Pentecostal Christian ontology'. 'Pentecostal
Christian ontology' has fueled religious and apocalyptic interpretations of the effects of the climate
and social crisis, which give an understanding framed in the idea of sin to all acts that are considered
'dissenting'. This has had a consequence, for example, in the coup that overthrew the left-wing
president, Manuel Zelaya, in 2019. In this context criminalized youth become scapegoats of the
system.
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2. Mexico as a buffering territoriality and colonial enclave

Over the last decade, scholars that study migration as global and political phenomena
have been compelled to give a theoretical explanation for the increasing number of migrants
who die trying to reach their destination. This has generated a body of literature that focuses
on using state violence to deter migration. Some scholars posit the nexus of violence, death,
and suffering to define the migration experience across the world as the result of a worldwide
political agenda designed to keep most refugees from reaching a safe space within the wealthy
democracies of the Global North (Fitzgerald 2019; Fitzgerald and Cook-Martin 2014;
Guiraudon and Lahav 2000; Hamlin 2014, 2021). Other scholars bring focus on the subjects
themselves, and in doing so, they illustrate how biopower operates through necropolitics to
subjugate bodies and control border crossing (De Ledn 2015; Coutin 2005, 2012; Green
2009). I understand necro politics as the politics of death that targets racialized migrant bodies
as disposable and in fact kills them through a matrix of rules where “the control of the
vulnerable, unwanted, or surplus people is exercised through a combination of tactics”
(Mbembe 2006: 97).

Under the logics of necropolitics, space itself is also of crucial importance for
controlling human mobility. Political scientists (Guiraudon and Lahav 2000; Matthew 2006;
Fitzgerald 2010; Elspeth and Didier 2010) have coined the concepts of "remote control" and
"policing at a distance" as conceptual frameworks to characterize the spatial and political
mechanisms employed to deter people from moving across international borders. They

explain these through global power dynamics showing how “states try to push migration
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control away from their territorial boundaries as they simultaneously ratchet up controls at
the border line itself to restrict migrants’ access to human and civil rights” (Fitzgerald, 2019).

“Buffering territorialities” (Fitzgerald, 2019) is the modern use of colonial power
exercised by States in the Global North to control other countries as buffers to keep unwanted
migrants in transit. This is a critical concept utilized for case analyses that helps to unpack
the global geopolitical context of migration. For instance, I employ the concept to describe
the process of the extra-territorialization of migration controls experienced in countries like
Mexico, whose geographical position as a neighbor to the United States makes it a desirable
destination to millions of migrants from around the world, producing the textbook gatekeeper.

Mexico is not only a country with a long-standing history of migration to the United
States but also a country of transit and destination for thousands of refugees and migrants.
Mexico has many historical links with the corridors of Guatemala and the south of Mexico.
For example, during the 1980s and 1990s, Mexico received more than 46,000 Guatemalan
refugees who initially settled in camps either in the State of Chiapas or after 1984 in the States
of Campeche and Quintana Roo. This period has been called "The Guatemalan Refuge." Over
time, the refugee camps became towns inhabited by naturalized Mexicans and their children
born in the diaspora building transnational connections between Mexico, Guatemala, and the
United States (Lerma-Rodriguez, 2016, Pérez-Mendoza, 2016). At its closing in December
2004, the Naturalization Program had a total of 10,098 naturalization letters that had been
approved by the Mexican government (CONAMAR 2022).

I specifically remember "The Guatemalan Refugee" through the memory of Hilda

Ramirez, my mother. Hilda studied nursing with a state scholarship for children of
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campesinos; that scholarship allowed her to be the first person in her family to receive higher
education. After becoming a nurse, she got her first job as a nurse for UNHCR, the UN
Refugee Agency. Hilda was sent to a temporary shelter located in the heart of the Lacandona
Jungle. The Red Cross and the UNHCR received Guatemalan refugees who managed to
escape alive from the genocide against indigenous people carried by out the Guatemalan

army.

FIGURE 2 HILDA RAMIREZ IN HER GRADUATION, FAMILY ARCHIVE

She speaks of those days as the most fundamental of her life. She recalls hearing
gunshots in the middle of the night, patiently waiting for the morning light to receive the
wounded bodies of women and children. She remembers the cold nights and the humid
mornings; she would sit the women in a large venue and ask how many children they had as
part of the health screening. "Five," said one woman, but Hilda could only see two older
children. "Where are the younger ones?", Hilda asked. Another woman answered, while the

woman Hilda was interviewing sat silent and distant. "The smaller could not make it; the
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Kaibiles killed their babies in front of her, smashing their heads to the rocks. The older

children were the only ones that could run."’

After the screaming, Hilda healed their visible
wounds and got them vaccine shots. "Women seemed indifferent to all, out of their bodies,
in a deep mourning silence," she remembers.

Despite the horrors, the deep jungle sheltered Hilda. The transparent rivers, the trees
of more than forty meters. While she healed, she was healed by the jungle rain, from which
all the rains in the world are replicated, the singing birds and the unnamed nocturnal animals
allowed her to cultivate a sense of Faith amid chaos. As it did for my mother, the jungle gave
shelter to the refugees and later home, a new land, and a new world. Mexico has a long history
as an asylum country, providing refugees to persecuted Spaniards in the 40s and Chileans
and Argentinians in the 70s. But recently the restrictions imposed by the United States and
the political situations in countries such as Haiti, Venezuela, Honduras, and El Salvador have
flooded the Mexican asylum system and has put the country’s refugee agency on the verge
of collapse.

The once close and supportive relationship between Mexico and Central America has
been transformed in recent years, especially since the signing of the Southern Border Plan in

2014. From then on, Mexico became the “wall” to control migration through various legal

and illegal mechanisms. During the Trump administration the U.S. government started an

> The Kaibiles are a special operations wing of the Armed Forces of Guatemala. They specialize in
jungle warfare tactics and counter-insurgency operations, former members of Guatemala’s Elite
Special Forces Unit (Kaibiles) are finally being sentenced for human rights atrocities committed
during the 36-year internal armed conflict according to the Guatemala Human Rights Commission.
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aggressive campaign to pressure Mexico to do more on migration enforcement, threatening
to impose tariffs on Mexican goods in June 2019; therefore, Mexico dramatically intensified
its migration enforcement, and the Mexican government deployed its newly created National
Guard to its southern border region.

The increasingly stringent border controls in Mexico and the United States have
pushed border-crossing migrants into ever more remote and life-threatening terrain.
Nevertheless, despite the increased dangers, thousands of Central Americans risk their lives
trying to cross national borders every day. In their crossing, migrants confront assemblages
that manifest in physical and emotional violence, a destructive nexus of necropower that has
plagued socio-political realities along the border. Migrants in transit through southern Mexico
continue experiencing the increase of assaults, robbery, rape, and kidnappings (De Leon
2015; Holmes 2013; Coutin 2005, 2012).

In addition to the mobilization National Guard agents and immigration agents
coordinated by the Migration Institute of Mexico to Mexico's Southern Border, an
architecture of mobility control has emerged in Chiapas. Through objects embedded with
historical and social meanings such as checkpoints, barbwire, fences, and surveillance
cameras, the US has materialized a practical and operational remote wall at the southern
border of Chiapas. From the perspective of Forensic Architecture, Eyal Weizman (2007) calls
these objects the means of population control. These generative processes and oppressive
objects have marked the once green and open landscape of Chiapas with an eerie feeling of

wartime.
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The mechanisms set in motion throughout Mexico reproduces the larger structure of
the Mexico-US borderlands, where natural barriers like the Sonora desert are weaponized to
become the means of control and violence (De Leon 2015). Therefore, I conceptualize La

Bestia, the freight train that interconnects Mexico, as a structure of remote-control and device
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of necropolitics used by the Mexican Government in alliance with the United States as a
means of the exercise of extreme forms of violence to deliberately debilitate populations and
inflict harm on the bodies of migrants.

Berta Caseres calls the companies and governments that support policies of
dispossession "Colonial Enclaves." Under this logic, I conceptualize Mexico as a nation-state
functioning as a colonial enclave where a global agenda of death is exercised, primarily
sustained by racism "racism is the driver of the necropolitical principle in so far as it stands

for organized destruction, for a sacrificial economy" (Mbembe,2019:38).

3. La Bestia as a necropolitical device

La Bestia (The Beast) is the cargo train used by the most impoverished migrants and
has a history of its own. The train in Mexico has never been only a means of transportation.
The history of the train in Mexico is a metaphor of the tense relationship that persists between
the positivist state ideology that is idealized by liberalism and the vast, impoverished
population whose ideological and immediate interests did not coincide with the purpose of
the Mexican state that primarily focuses on the extraction of natural resources and
transportation of commodities from southern Mexico to its border with the United States.

Since the mid-nineteenth century, Mexican politicians began to consolidate the
project of Mexico as a unified political economy under national state and modeled as a
"modern" country compared to European nation-states. The train became central to this
nation-state project, and the first railway lines were laid between Veracruz (in the Gulf of
Mexico) and the political center of the region, in Mexico City. "However, it was not until

1880 with a concession to investors in Atchison and Topeka, Kansas, which established the
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Central Mexican Railroad, that the construction of a line linking the border with the US in
Ciudad Juarez to Mexico City" was formed (Brown, 2015).

A vital route was established with this step, essential for trade and merchandise
movement. For this reason, during the Mexican Revolution in 1910, the seizure of the railroad
by Villista troops symbolized the symbolic defeat of Porfirio Diaz, the dictator who was one
of the leading promoters of foreign investment in Mexico.’

After the Revolution, under the presidency of Lazaro Céardenas del Rio (1934-1940),
the trains were nationalized and operated by the Ferrocarriles Mexicanos syndicate. What
used to be a symbol of oligarchic power in Mexico had become a symbol in the Mexican
imaginary of a new nation. Post-revolutionary Mexico emerged with a socialist inspiration,
where progress was linked to the inclusion of the working classes in the national imaginary
project. The Ferrocarriles Mexicanos syndicate led by the workers of the train became central

to the upcoming rural middle class.

6 “porfirio Diaz, (born September 15, 1830, Oaxaca, Mexico—died July 2, 1915, Paris, France),
soldier and president of Mexico (187780, 1884—1911), who established a strong centralized state
that he held under firm control for more than three decades”. (Britannica, The Editors of
Encyclopaedia. "Porfirio Diaz". Encyclopedia Britannica, 28 Jun. 2022), The Diaz government
developed under the 'order and progress' slogan, establishing a centralized control of using force
against looting and theft. During the period known as Porfiriato, Mexico established electric light,
public health, and the first literacy programs. However, this apparent 'progress’ also enriched local
elites allowing them to amass rapacious fortunes at the expense of the labor and exploitation of
indigenous and Afro-descendant peasants. In my grandfather's memories, the image of the caciques
carried on the locals' shoulders is still prevalent.

Likewise, “Various levels of sexual enslavement of local women fueled Diaz's social structure
and political machinery. The abuses of power led to the political and social organization on multiple
fronts, including the critical anarchist wing headed by Los Hermanos Flores Magon in central Mexico,
the Zapatistas in the south, and the Villistas in the north, among others”. (See Bad Mexicans, race,
empire and revolution in the borderlands, by Kelly Lyttle Hernandez, 2022).
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Up to that point, southern Mexico remained isolated from the rapid expansion of the
railroad until the construction of the Ferrocarril del Sureste in the early 1930s. The
Ferrocarril del Sureste linked Yucatdn, Campeche, Quintana Roo, Chiapas, Tabasco and
Veracruz. This last stage of development had managed to connect the entire country. Even
though in the essence of its foundation, the train had the objective to enrich the Mexican and
foreign elites who owned the railroads and commerce, it also connected the country from
south to north and connected localities that were before separated. The train was essential for
ordinary Mexicans who established a close relationship with the train. Until today, the train
still inhabits the collective memory of their being as a people from the coast of Chiapas,
where today thousands of migrants begin their migration riding above La Bestia.

Until the 1970s, the train was central to the geographical imaginaries and relationships
of people from the south. The train emerges as a place of trade and welcoming and farewells.
The train symbolized movement through space and time; one by one, the children of the
mothers from the south undertook trips to the city for either work or study. When my family
migrated from their fields to the town, my grandmother made a living selling food in the train

tracks to the never-ending crowds just like the women in photo below.

27



yY S ot

Figure 5 The train in Tapachula, Chiapas in the 70s, city archive, Tapachula A Través del
Tiempo by Jorge Villanueva

After the 1970s, when the Ferrocarriles Mexicanos syndicate gained significant
power to the point of threatening the PRI's (Institutional Revolutionary Party)’ hegemonic
political system and their neo-liberalization project, the train began to be dismantled. It was
under the neoliberal orthodoxy of the Zedillo government in 1995 that its privatization was
completed. Until today, the tracks are exclusively for cargo transportation and belong to
several business conglomerates such as Grupo Mexico (the largest mining company in
Mexico), Union Pacific Railroad, and Kansas City Southern Lines.

The train that used to be a place of commerce and movement close to the emotions of

ordinary Mexicans now crosses the country dismantled and rusty, like the vertical scar that

7 The PRI is the right-wing party that ruled Mexico for more than 70 years until the 2016 elections,
which after years of social organization, finally managed to remove it from power. In their years in
power, the PRI consolidated a deep corruption and institutional violence system. The internal policy
of repression was bloody, among them the massacre of Tlatelolco in 1968, the Dirty War, or the set
of military and political repression measures aimed at dissolving the political and armed opposition
movements against the Mexican state.
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crosses my mother's womb, a reminder of the cesarean section that marked our birth, deep,
keloid, painful.

The Beast rests on the railway tracks in the south, crossing over streams that were
once long, mighty rivers, now dry and contaminated, everywhere in the south the landscape
is a reminder of the effects of brutal dispossession, privatization, and predatorial
extractivisim.

Migrants ride the creature whose symbolism has been transformed over time. On its
back the poorest migrants try to escape hunger and violence, the poorest of the poorest; those
who have sufficient resources can pay smugglers, who use links with organized crime to take
people efficiently and safely to any part of the US: only the poorest Central Americans, with

less economic resources seek to get on the train.
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As seen in the map (Figure 6), the route for a Central American migrant might start
in Arriaga Chiapas or in Tenosique, Tabasco, converging in Veracruz and stopping in
Lecheria, from where migrants can either take the Pacific route, the Gulf route, or the Center
route. Joe took the Gulf route, a territory disputed between the Gulf Cartel and the Zetas,
where in 2019 the San Fernando Massacre took place killing 72 migrants, when the Zetas
believed the Gulf Cartel would recruit them and decided to kidnap them and murder them.

Joe did not ignore any of the dangers, but he had no other choice: behind him was
nothing, no community, no family, no future. He jumped on the train and found a place to
stand between the wagons, holding the metal ladder bar, but he was fatigued and famished,

and it only took him a minute before he realized he was falling to the train tracks.

4. The invisible train the “man eating machine”

The most used form of transportation for migrants trying to reach the northern border
of Mexico is bus or van transportation, this form of transportation is generally controlled by
human traffickers who, through pacts with criminal groups and police corruption, can
circulate for the country. However, hiring a "coyote" or "pollero" costs around 5,000 or 7,000
dollars.

For this reason, migrants who do not have economical means to pay for a smuggler,

jump on La Bestia.

For a while, false information circulated stating that the train was no longer in use,

which is misleading, except for a brief period caused by Hurricane Stan 2005; the train has
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not stopped transporting migrants, although some of its routes have been seen interrupted
intermittently, mainly the strategical route from Tapachula (the closes city to the southern
border) and the city of Arriaga.

It is impossible to know how many migrants suffer accidents on the Beast. As
Alquisiras (2020) documents in detail, the statistical data that report the number of migrants
injured explicitly by the train are null or are difficult to track; there is no reliable database
since the reports depend on various instances of attention that are not always
intercommunicated with each other.

This statistical gap is part of a process of erasing and ignoring the suffering of
migrants on the migratory route. Nevertheless, if an effort was to be made, to document
accidents by the train, the source would be the hospitals archives since (as I will explore in
detail in Chapter III) hospitals are the only institutions that hold the records of injuries. The
traumatologist in charge of performing amputation to migrants injured by the train in a major
hospital in Chiapas, said that if he had to make an estimate in seven years of praxis at that
specific hospital, he has treated an estimate of more than one hundred migrants and less than
a thousand.

The process of symbolic transformation of the beast from a means of transportation
to a necropolitical device also circulates in the oral storytelling of migrants and is also
replicated even by journalistic media; for example, in the image below, the heading says,

“Honduran bitten by La Bestia on their way back to Mexico.”
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FIGURE 7 “HONDURAN BITTEN BY LA BESTIA ON THEIR WAY BACK TO MEXICO.” ONLINE
JOURNAL

Migrants refer to the train with various metaphors of the animalized train, such as “the
train devours humans” and “the man-eating machine.” The train shapeshift from a machine
to a feared man-eating-creature posed by necropolitical logics.

In popular culture, songs have reinforced the image of La Bestia as a creature, such
as in the corrido by the Honduras singer Cheje Ramos “La Bestia (the American dream”) in
his lyrics he calls the train "Devil's machinery, the beast has been called”.

Likewise, the hip hop song by Kinto Sol describes and characterizes La Bestia in
detail: "the noise wakes me up from the steel horse". The song adds an interesting line: "a

campesino yells and warns us (migrants on the train roof) that La Bestia is not to be trusted,

that damned beast."
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