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Abstract
Family separation entered the U.S. political mainstream in the spring of 2018 when the Trump administration began separating thousands of migrant families at the U.S.-Mexico border. While this policy is the first of its kind to deliberately use family separation as immigration enforcement in contemporary U.S. history, the U.S. has a much more extensive history of separating families, especially Mexican-U.S. families, through deportation. This research examines how deportation-induced family separation of Mexican-U.S. family members impacts familial relationships, as told through the narratives of deported family members in Mexico. These narratives suggest that family can be a broad and dynamic community that often includes people outside one’s biological or adopted family network. They also present a conception of family through the lens of mutually supportive relationships and shared experiences with family members. The narratives suggest that the physical aspects of family separation inhibit one’s ability to fully serve one’s familial role of support and to share experiences with one’s family members. For these reasons, family separation often stagnates or deteriorates familial relationships. Transnational and national policy reform can end family separation in the U.S. and Mexico, reunite families that have been separated, and allow the U.S. to come to terms with its past of family separation and address the victims of separation.
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Introduction
	During the spring of 2018, national and international attention flooded the U.S.-Mexican border while the Trump administration separated thousands of migrant families. This policy was unique in modern U.S. immigration law in that it used deliberate family separation as a deterrence strategy for future migrants (Seguin, 2018). However, the U.S. has an extensive history of separating migrant families by detaining and deporting family members and barring them from reunifying with their families in the U.S. Over the last 25 years, the U.S. has deported undocumented immigrants at unprecedented levels – in the mid-2010s, more than five times the amount deported in 1995 (Gonzalez-Barrera & Krogstad, 2014). This has created the less explicitly intentional, yet still profoundly consequential, effect of family separation.
However fractured immigration reform debates may be in the U.S., it is hard to deny that involuntary family separation severely affects the wellbeing and stability of familial relationships. For many people, family separation through deportation is a long-term and complex reality that defines migrants’ lives post-deportation (Hagan, Eschbach & Rodriguez, 2008). For example, deportees who are separated from their family in the U.S. are more likely to develop depression upon deportation than deportees without family in the U.S. (Letiecq et al. 2014). Separation also heavily influences migrants’ intentions to reenter the U.S. to reunite with their families, with or without legal authorization (Slack et al. 2015). Family separation heavily impacts migrants who remain in the U.S. after the deportation of their family members. It causes permanent emotional trauma, especially for children, and increases the likelihood that adolescents will develop depression and anxiety disorders (Rojas-Flores et al. 2017). It often financially devastates the dependents of deported parents or guardians (O’Leary, 2011). These findings examine family separation not by analyzing its quantitative extent across the U.S., but by tracing its myriad effects on separated family members. 
Research on the effects of family separation tends to overlook the core issue that often leads to these observed effects on families: the familial relationships that are fundamentally altered by separation. In this research, I fill this gap by giving space to the narratives of people affected by family separation. I ask the fundamental question: how does family separation disrupt and change one’s familial relationships? I address this question through interviews and a focus group with several Mexico City-based returned migrants who have family in the U.S. (and in Mexico). The goal of this research is to highlight these migrants’ experiences and perspectives to show many of the nuances in this question that are often ignored in mainstream discussions on family, separation, and migration in general. By analyzing their detailed definitions of family and various perspectives on their familial relationships, and putting this analysis into conversation with immigration policy analysis, this research addresses the root causes of the observed negative impacts of family separation. 
	Chapter 1 of this paper provides a historical context of the legal and political systems that have developed how the U.S. surveilles, deports, and permanently prevents Mexican migrant family members from reuniting with their relatives in the U.S. Chapter 2 outlines the methodological process of conducting interviews and a focus group with the migrants represented in this research. Chapters 3 and 4 are primarily tasked with analyzing the data collected in the interviews. Chapter 3 discusses normative definitions of “family” that pervade U.S. immigration policy, and expands these definitions beyond traditional conceptions of the family unit in the context of the migrants’ narratives. Chapter 4 discusses narratives of how deportation and forced return impacts returnees, their families, and their familial relationships. Chapter 5 discusses some activists’ narratives and perspectives on addressing transnational realities of separation through community-building and interacting with people to raise social consciousness of separation in Mexico and the U.S. Chapter 6 builds on the historical context of separation and the specific, observable impacts of separation to critique current public policies that separate families and to generate new policy ideas that end family separation as a practice and reunite separated families. This chapter looks to policy at the national and local levels, but gives special attention to the framework of transnational policies — rooted in international human rights law — that can most holistically address a system of migration and separation that is itself transnational. 
	














Chapter 1
Historical Context of Family Separation of Mexican Migrant Families in the U.S.
The policies that separate families today are the product of a much longer history of immigration policies and enforcement programs. This chapter traces this history through the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, focusing on changes in public policy and various programs immigration enforcement agencies’ have created to surveille, detain, and deport migrants. Specifically, this chapter focuses on how these factors have affected Mexicans and Mexican-Americans in the U.S.
Through most of the twentieth century, deportation played a minor role in U.S. immigration enforcement. However, two massive immigration initiatives during this century account for the largest-scale deportation operations in U.S. history. These two operations were the Mexican Repatriation Program from 1929 to 1936 and Operation Wetback in 1954. While there are no exact deportation statistics for either operation, the U.S. is estimated to have deported over three million people during these periods.

Deportation Through the Mexican Repatriation Program and Operation Wetback
In the 1930s, the U.S. government deported up to two million Mexicans and Mexican-Americans through the Mexican Repatriation program. During the Great Depression, anti-Mexican sentiments swept across the U.S., as people blamed Mexicans for taking U.S. jobs and driving down wages (Balderrama & Rodíguez, 2006). Between 1929 and 1936, governments at the local and state levels, especially in the U.S. Southwest and other regions with large Mexican and Mexican-American populations, adopted laws prohibiting Mexicans from being hired in various public and private sector jobs (Balderrama & Rodíguez, 2006). At the national level, the government rounded up Mexican and Mexican-American families and deported them to Mexico against their will (Balderrama & Rodíguez, 2006). Many U.S. officials framed Mexican Repatriation specifically in the context of deporting Mexican nationals, but historical records show that over half of all deported individuals were U.S. citizens of Mexican descent (Balderrama, 2005; Johnson, 2005; Little, 2019).
While the government deported any people of Mexican descent, various local and state policies facilitated the national government’s deportation program to target lower-income people. In Detroit, Michigan, for example, the Department of Public Welfare established a “Mexican Bureau,” and when Mexican and Mexican-American families applied for public assistance, they were directed to complete the process at the bureau (Humphrey, 1941). Once there, the Mexican Bureau worked with national immigration officials and Michigan’s Department of Transportation to deport those families to Mexico (Humphrey, 1941).	
	During Mexican Repatriation, the U.S. deported many families together, but this mass deportation program separated families in two key ways. First, not all deportees were deported with their family members (Balderrama & Rodíguez, 2006). Some family members remained in the U.S. while others were deported, for example. Second, and as Chapter 3 discusses in more detail, family is a broad and dynamic structure that, based on many of the narratives of people who participated in this research, can include unmarried partners, friends, and other individuals outside of the legal definitions of family. In that way, even in cases where the government deported family units together, family members who were not included in the legal family unit experienced an involuntary separation.
	While the economic crisis of the 1930s led the U.S. to deport nearly two million Mexicans and Mexican-Americans, the labor shortages during World War II led the U.S. to create the bracero program in 1942 (Calavita 2010). Focused on employment in the agricultural sector, the U.S. and Mexico created a series of agreements between 1942 and 1964 to allow Mexicans to temporarily migrate to the U.S. to work (Calavita 2010). Particularly through guaranteeing migrant workers a basic standard of living and minimum wage, the bracero program normalized the migrant seasonal agricultural work cycle, as thousands moved between Mexico and the U.S. depending on the crop cycle (Calavita 2010). 
	Although the bracero program facilitated legal temporary Mexican migration for employment purposes, nearly 90 percent of temporary Mexican workers in the U.S. during this time worked without legal authorization (García, 1981). Many employers preferred to hire Mexicans outside of the bureaucratic process of the bracero program; after all, doing so allowed them to employ undocumented Mexicans for less than the program’s minimum wage (García, 1981). Whether farmers hired Mexican workers legally or not, they still could generate more profit by employing Mexicans instead of U.S. nationals.  While the bracero program’s minimum wage remained at 30 cents per hour until it was ended, the federal minimum wage increased to 40 cents in 1945, 75 cents by 1950, and $1.25 in 1963 (U.S. Department of Labor, 2019). This enraged many U.S. nationals, who often placed the blame on the Mexicans employed instead of the farmers who hired these workers. 
Growing anti-Mexican sentiments among the workforce built up to the largest deportation operation in U.S. history. In 1954 U.S. Attorney General Herbert Brownell authorized the Border Patrol (BP) to implement Operation Wetback, a massive series of raids and deportations of mostly undocumented Mexicans. In a months-long operation, the U.S. appointed military generals to lead approximately 800 BP officials in deporting as many Mexicans as possible (Hernández, 2006). The Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) estimated that BP deported 1.3 million Mexicans, but most estimates are closer to one million (García, 1981). Regardless, Operation Wetback remains the largest deportation initiative the U.S. has ever carried out. That the official name of this operation is an anti-Mexican slur highlights how anti-Mexican sentiments fed this national initiative. 
During the bracero program, most seasonal workers were individual family members who migrated to the U.S. while the rest of the family stayed in Mexico, so Operation Wetback did not drive family separation to the same extent that deportation does today. Nevertheless, as was the case for many people deported during Mexican Repatriation, many braceros likely had familial ties in the U.S. outside of their immediate relatives. In that way, this deportation initiative likely separated many family members who developed familial relationships in the U.S.
Figure 1: Deportations in the U.S., 1927 - 2012
[image: ../../Desktop/Screen%20Shot%202019-12-05%20at%204.40.18%20PM.p]
Figure 1 shows the yearly record of deportations of immigrants of all national origins from 1927 until 2012. It excludes deportations that took place during Mexican Repatriation (1929-1936) and Operation Wetback (1954). Source: Scholars Strategy Network (2014)

After Operation Wetback, the INS returned to deporting immigrants at its previous, comparatively low levels, as shown in Figure 1. This was the case even after the bracero program ended, as many Mexican workers continued to work seasonally without documentation in the U.S. As Figure 1 shows, the INS began deporting slightly more immigrants during the 1970s, as increasing anti-Mexican sentiments coincided with “tough on crime” rhetoric (Johnson, 2010). Still, from the 1960s until the early 1990s, the INS deported fewer than 50,000 immigrants each year, and oftentimes far fewer than that. As the next section shows, several policy changes in the 1990s drastically departed from the historical trend of deportation in U.S. immigration enforcement.

Toward Deportation-Focused Immigration Policy: 1990 - 2018
In the 1990s, the Clinton administration worked with Congress and BP to escalate the “tough on crime” rhetoric of the past decades into some of the most consequential immigration policies in the U.S. today. 
Several of the immigration policies of this decade were BP programs along the Southwest border aimed at preventing migrants from crossing the border without authorization (U.S. Border Patrol 1994). Of the more than 2,000 miles of border between the U.S. and Mexico, the majority lies in the harsh Sonora desert, which is much more difficult to navigate than some of the more forgiving terrains near some border cities. Accordingly, most migrants who entered the U.S. without authorization during this time, and in previous decades, crossed the border near cities (U.S. Border Patrol, 1994). The two most frequently used crossing sites lied along strips of border near Tijuana and San Diego and near Ciudad Juárez and El Paso (U.S. Border Patrol, 1994).
In 1993, BP implemented “Operation Hold The Line” (later named “Operation Blockade”) in the El Paso metro area. This operation stationed approximately 400 BP agents along a 20-mile portion of the border to locate and arrest anyone attempting to cross illegally. The goal of the program was explicitly designated as “prevention as deterrence” (U.S. Border Patrol, 1994). It sought to deter migrants in three ways. First, by making it more difficult to rely on this common entry point, the operation forced migrants to travel longer distances and through unknown terrain to cross the border. Second, if a migrant is arrested for attempting to cross, she may be less likely to attempt to cross again. Third, those who are arrested and returned to Mexico would deter other migrants from attempting to cross for the first time (U.S. Border Patrol, 1994).
“Hold The Line” was originally designed to last two weeks, but its immediate results convinced BP to expand the program for years. In subsequent years, BP implemented similar operations in other areas with frequent unauthorized crossings along the Southwest border. Most famous was “Operation Gatekeeper,” established in 1994 in California, which mounted physical barriers and employed more BP agents along the strip of desert between Tijuana and San Diego (Hing, 2001). With “Operation Safeguard” in Arizona in 1994 and “Operation Rio Grande” in Brownsville, Texas in 1997, BP used the same strategies to deter migrants from crossing without authorization. Congress and President Clinton threw heavy financial support behind these policies as well. Between 1993 and 1997, Congress doubled INS’s budget allocation for “border enforcement” from $400 million to $800 million (Hing, 2001). It also employed over twice as many BP agents to surveille the Southwest border (Hing, 2001).
BP implemented these operations at the four sites with the most recorded unauthorized crossings in the country (U.S. Border Patrol, 1994). These operations successfully decreased unauthorized crossings in the areas where the operations took place. Prior to “Hold The Line,” BP apprehended 800 to 1,000 migrants per day for crossing unlawfully in the targeted 20-mile strip. Immediately following implementation of the operation, BP averaged 200 apprehensions per day (Martin, 1993). However, while the operation successfully deterred crossing at the targeted areas, it failed in its broader mission: it did not decrease overall border crossings in the 1990s (Hing, 2001; Androff & Tavassoli, 2012; Cornelius, 2001; Slack et al., 2015). Instead of passing through these more navigable crossing points, many migrants instead crossed the border deeper into the desert. Since the beginning of “Hold The Line,” thousands of migrants have died in the desert due to heat exhaustion, dehydration, or other causes related to the extreme conditions of the desert (Argueta 2016). 
The Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996 (IIRIRA), widely considered to be the most overarching of the Clinton administration’s immigration policies, fundamentally changed the U.S. immigration system in three key ways. First, it expanded the list of aggravated felonies that are grounds for deportation for immigrants (Liem, 2007; Cook, 2003). Aggravated felonies were first created under the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1952. They comprise a list of serious criminal charges that would result in prison time for citizens, but carry a deportation sentence for undocumented people (Liem, 2007). Under the term’s first definition, the list of aggravated felonies was confined mostly to felonies that carry long prison sentences, such as rape and murder. IIRIRA increased the list of aggravated felonies to 28, adding all criminal charges that would carry a prison sentence of one year or longer for citizens. This includes charges that many would consider minor, such as certain cases of minor drug possession and shoplifting (Kerwin, 2018). Further, the policy extended aggravated felony punishments to apply not only to undocumented people, but to many legal residents as well. Under IIRIRA, Legal Permanent Residents (LPRs), commonly known as “green card” holders, may be deported for aggravated felony charges (Cook, 2003). Therefore, a crime that would send a citizen to prison for one year could cause a lawfully present immigrant to be removed from the country (Kerwin, 2018; Liem, 2007; Cook, 2003). IIRIRA retroactively applied the new list, so LPRs and other migrants who were not deportable before IIRIRA could be deported due to a crime they committed before the law existed (Kerwin 2018).
Second, IIRIRA removed much of immigration judges’ discretion in deportation hearings, preventing them from granting stays of removal as often as they had in past years. Typically, immigration judges would grant stays for undocumented people who had lived continuously in the country for many years, had “good moral character,” and demonstrated that deportation would cause them and their families to suffer emotional and economic hardship (Kerwin, 2018). IIRIRA barred judges from making discretionary decisions by institutionalizing the grounds for “cancellation of removal” (Kerwin, 2018). To qualify, LPRs must have lived in the U.S. for seven years or longer and had no aggravated felony convictions. Undocumented residents must have lived in the U.S. for at least ten years, have no criminal convictions, and have significant proof that their deportation would cause extreme damage or hardship to a family member who is a U.S. citizen or LPR. These stringent requirements have made it such that very few people win stays of removal today (Kerwin, 2018).
Third, IIRIRA instituted bars on reentry to the U.S. for undocumented people who are deported. These bars are automatic for each deportee. They are based on two criteria: the length of an immigrant’s unlawful presence in the U.S., and their criminal history here (Kerwin, 2018; Liem, 2007). For an immigrant who is unlawfully present in the U.S. for more than 180 days, there is an immediate three-year bar on reentry upon deportation. For an unlawful presence of over one year, the bar is ten years at minimum (Cook, 2003). These bars become longer for immigrants who have been convicted of aggravated felonies. Many deportees face decades-long or lifelong bars on reentry for crimes for which citizens would serve one year in prison.  Once an immigrant is deported, these bars are non-negotiable (Kerwin, 2018). When an undocumented person wants to begin the process of becoming a citizen, or apply for a work visa, they must leave the country. Even with the clear intention of completing the lawful process of reentry, these people must wait to begin the process until they surpass this bar (Kerwin, 2018).

IIRIRA in action during the Clinton, Bush, and Obama Administrations
IIRIRA laid a clear groundwork for the current U.S. deportation regime, immediately creating unprecedented levels of deportation of undocumented people in the country (Mitchoff, 2003). President Clinton’s second term exemplified IIRIRA’s impact on immigration enforcement. In 1995, the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) deported just under 60,000 undocumented people. In 1997, the INS deported nearly 115,000 people (Mitchoff, 2003). In 1999, deportations ballooned to over 180,000.
	Under the Bush administration, the U.S. further increased the number of deportations. In the wake of the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks, President Bush created the Department of Homeland Security (DHS). In 2003, the INS ceased operations, making way for the new Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and Customs and Border Patrol (CBP) agencies, which carry out immigration enforcement and deportations today (Gonzalez-Barrera & Krogstad, 2014). At the start of Bush’s first term in 2001, the INS deported approximately 190,000 people, an unprecedented amount at the time (Gonzalez-Barrera & Krogstad, 2014). During his presidency, the U.S. deported migrants in increasing numbers in all years but one. In the final year of the Bush administration, the government deported 360,000 immigrants.
President Obama oversaw even more deportations, earning the nickname “Deporter in Chief” by many immigration advocates (Baker & Williams, 2017). In 2009, ICE deported 392,000 immigrants, reaching over 400,000 in 2012 before a steady decline to 240,000 in 2016. Though ICE deported fewer immigrants during Obama’s second term, his administration oversaw more removals than any administration prior (Baker & Williams, 2017).
Figure 2 provides not only a visual representation of the rise in deportations in the 2000s and 2010s, but data on the proportion of deportees who were convicted of an aggravated felony. It is important to note that the language of “criminal” and “non-criminal” in Figure 2 refers specifically to an immigrant’s having an aggravated felony on their record. ICE, BP, and many politicians in both major parties have used the language of “rounding up criminals” to gain political clout and promote the façade of “safer communities.” However, ICE consistently detains and deports more non-criminals in every year shown, in some years by a two to one ratio (Hagan, Eschbach & Rodriguez, 2008; Andrews, 2018; Abrego, 2014). 


Figure 2
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Figure 2 provides a visual representation of this increase in deportations during the Bush and Obama administrations. The dark brown refers to deportations of “Criminals.” The light brown refers to deportations of “Non Criminals”


The Trump Administration’s “Zero Tolerance” Policy
	There is still little data on deportations since President Trump took office. In terms of family separation as a product of immigration enforcement, his administration is most known for its “zero tolerance” policy.
	On May 7, 2018, the DOJ began to implement the Trump administration’s “zero tolerance” policy, detaining and prosecuting all migrants who entered the U.S. between points of entry (Kandel, 2018). Migrants who enter the country without authorization for the first time are charged with a misdemeanor. They are charged with a felony if it is their second (or beyond second) time entering the U.S. without inspection after being deported, denied admission, or leaving with an order of removal. In either case, existing U.S. law holds that migrants can be detained and prosecuted by the Department of Justice (DOJ) (Kandel, 2018).
	Amid international outcry in the midst of family separations in May and June of 2018, many officials in the Trump administration attempted to convey that the zero tolerance policy is not actually a “family separation policy.” These attempts are misleading, or at least inconsistent, for two reasons. First, and most important, this policy creates situations in which family separation is a necessary part of the policy’s implementation. Under the policy, when BP catches migrant families crossing the border without inspection, they transfer the family members 18 years or older to DOJ to be detained and prosecuted. Both DHS and DOJ have far-ranging authority to detain adult migrants. However, migrant children must be treated under a different set of guidelines determined by the Flores Settlement Agreement (FSA) of 1997 (Gruwell, 2018). The FSA requires that children be detained in the least restrictive setting that fits their needs, be provided food, clean water, safe and sanitary facilities, medical assistance, temperature control, contact with family members, and other basic guarantees (Gruwell, 2018). It also mandates that children separated from their parents be transferred to the care of the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) within 72 hours of separation. In addition to the FSA, and in response to the Trump administration’s prolonged detention of mothers and children in poor conditions, federal Judge Dolly M. Gee ordered that DHS and DOJ can hold children in detention centers for no longer than 20 days (Preston, 2015). Because this rule does not apply to the adult family members within a family unit, children are oftentimes released from detention while their parents and other older family members are not due to their pending criminal charges. Whether children are immediately separated from their families or stay in detention with them for 20 days, HHS custody is inevitable.
The number of families that have been separated under this policy is disputed. Most DHS reports claim that the agency has separated between 2,000 and 3,000 families under this policy. However, Amnesty International reports that, according to interviews with CBP, DHS and DOJ carried out over 6,000 separations in 2018 alone (Amnesty International 2018). 
This number likely varies for two reasons. First, DHS and DOJ do not have a system of identifying family members. Along the Southwest border, then, BP agents have separated family members without keeping records of those family members. Second, under the policy, the only families that are considered “families” are immediate relatives. Therefore, if a child and his grandmother enter the U.S. together, and the grandmother is not a legal guardian, CBP would not consider this family under its current definition of a “family unit.” Instead, CBP would categorize the family as “fraudulent” and separate them, but not include them in the overall count of separated families. 

Family Structure and Relationships in the Aftermath of Separation
Several distinct categories of immigration status exist in U.S. law An immigrant could enter the U.S. with, or later adjust their status to have: citizenship, legal permanent residence (LPR), conditional permanent residence, refugee/asylee status, status based on a family petition, Special Immigrant Juvenile Status (SIJS), protected status under the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA), non-immigrant status, status through a T or U visa (for victims of human trafficking and victims of crime in the U.S., respectively) or undocumented/unlawful status (U.S. Department of Homeland Security 2017). 
	U.S. citizens are the immigrant group most protected from deportation. Citizenship is automatically granted based on the principle of Jus sanguinis (“right of blood”), citizenship based on having at least one citizen parent, and the principle of Jus soli (“right of the soil”), citizenship that comes from being is born in U.S. territory (Alvarez, 1987). Immigrants who satisfy neither of these requirements must go through the naturalization process to become citizens, which takes many years. This process is conditional on “good behavior” and legal presence in the country, among other factors (Alvarez, 1987).
	LPRs are immigrants with permission to legally stay and work in the U.S. (Passel et al. 2014). Many LPRs are granted their status by having a family member or employer in the U.S. sponsor their application. In other cases, migrants granted SIJS, VAWA, asylum, and other types of residency can adjust their status to become an LPR after living in the U.S. for a certain period of time (USCIS, 2018). LPRs are not completely protected from deportation; if convicted of an aggravated felony, they can be deported, and, just as any other deportee, are subject to bars on reentry (Kerwin 2018).
	“Non-immigrants” are referred to as such because they usually do not intend to permanently migrate to the U.S. These include students (F-1 visa holders), tourists (B1/B2 visa holders), fiancées (K-1 visa holders), and people with temporary protected status (Passel et al. 2014). These visas are temporary and, if someone overstays their visa, they are considered undocumented and may be deported (USCIS). 
	Undocumented immigrants are individuals with unlawful presence in the U.S. These immigrants are not authorized to work, do not qualify for public benefits that legal residents may receive, and are subject to deportation regardless of any criminal history within the U.S. (Passel et al., 2014). Many undocumented people in the U.S. today have not always been undocumented, as is the case for people who have overstayed their visas. However, for those who are undocumented, there is no legal path to citizenship nor other permanent status (Passel et al., 2014). To begin that process, migrants must leave the U.S. and apply from their home country. However, because of the bars created under IIRIRA, this requires most people to wait years or decades before beginning this process (Kerwin, 2018). For people with children and other dependents in the U.S., leaving the country in this way is often not considered a viable option.
The distinctions between these immigration statuses are especially important when applied to members of the same family. Many immigrant families in the U.S. today are mixed-status families, meaning that relatives have different legal statuses. For example, if a family of four in the U.S. has two undocumented parents, one undocumented child, and one U.S. citizen child (granted on Jus soli grounds), the youngest child has the transnational mobility to travel freely between Mexico and the U.S. if she desires, and she is not deportable. Her sibling and parents are unable to travel between these countries legally, and all are deportable in the U.S. Each member of this family is subject to different laws and procedures in the immigration system, and this has profound implications for who has transnational mobility.
In the example above, say one of the family members is deported to Mexico, which causes the rest of the family to return to Mexico to stay together. This phenomenon, in which family members “deport themselves” to reunite with a deported relative, is commonly referred to as de facto deportation. Many migrants self-deport due to the constant stress of being undocumented and for fear of actual deportation. President Trump’s rhetoric during the 2016 presidential campaign and after his election, for example, intimidated many undocumented people, causing them to self-deport (Goodman, 2017). Deportation and de facto deportation become more complex when they involve families, however, because there are so many factors to consider in making the decision of whether to remain in the U.S. or follow a deported relative. Further, for many family members, the “decision” to self-deport may not be their decision at all. This is especially true for people who depend on a deported family member for physical, emotional, and financial support, which, as Chapter 4 discusses, are often foundational aspects of familial relationships. 
The official statistics on deportation do not account for such “voluntary” departures. Additionally, the topic of de facto deportation is relatively novel in immigration scholarship. Therefore, it is difficult to estimate the statistics of deportations of all kinds over the last two decades, and especially during the years of the Trump campaign and presidency. Regardless, based on available narratives and court documents, it is known that mixed status families do make these decisions in the aftermath of deportation (Goodman 2017; Thronson & Sullivan 2012; Boehm 2016). 
	Deportation is a consequential and recently common aspect of immigration enforcement that affects families of all immigration statuses. The historical context of deportation illuminates the extent to which family separation takes place in the U.S. The chapters that follow build on this context and, through personal narratives of separation, discuss how separation impacts familial relationships.

Chapter 2
Methodology of Interviews and Focus Group with Returned Migrants in Mexico
Along with the literature I reviewed in Chapter 1, I collected primary data through qualitative interviews and a focus group of migrants who have personal experiences with family separation.

Interview Background and Structure
I conducted semi-structured, open-ended interviews with 12 returned migrants who grew up in the U.S. and now live in the Mexico. Each interview lasted between one hour and 75 minutes. I connected with these individuals through contacts with the Mexico City-based organization Otros Dreams en Acción (ODA). ODA is a community of people who were born in Mexico, grew up or lived for long periods of time in the U.S., and now live permanently in Mexico due to deportation or other mechanisms of forced return (such as de facto deportation). The community also consists of people who do not have these direct experiences of deportation and separation, but who are committed to working alongside the returned community. I worked closely with Maggie Loredo and Jill Anderson, co-directors of ODA, to contact interviewees using preexisting connections and a project description (Appendix A). First, Maggie and Jill reached out to a large group of returned migrants and gathered the names and contact information of interested individuals. From that list, I reached out to the individuals to coordinate interviews.
The migrants involved in this research do not represent a random sample of the broader returned migrant community in Mexico, for a few reasons. First, the individuals involved with ODA may be more informed on activist perspectives and better connected with other returnees facing similar issues. Second, living in the Mexico City metro area may give returnees opportunities and perspectives that are not available nor representative of other regions of Mexico. The perspective of a returned migrant in rural Michoacán may differ substantially from someone in Mexico City due to the different social, cultural, and economic opportunities available to them. Third, all of the migrants I spoke with agreed to participate in this research. The migrants were not chosen as a random sample, and I obtained consent from each of them before speaking with them as interviewees and focus group participants.
Although this sample is not random and may not be generalizable, the migrants who participated in this research have valuable perspectives that can further policy discussions on family separation. Further, many of the interviewees in this research have extensive political knowledge and activist experience, and their perspectives may shed more light on policy implications than a random sample would. Table 1 (located at the end of this chapter with subsequent tables) provides more demographic information of the interviewees.
 
Interview Themes
The open-ended interviews I conducted follow four themes that are crucial to this research. The extent to which each interview touches on these themes varied depending on the interviewees’ experiences. Table 2 provides example interview questions to follow the themes described below.
Theme I of the interview is “family relationships and family history.” This theme focuses on the interviewees’ conceptions of family and asks them about their own familial relationships. This includes biological and “chosen” family, as well as family in Mexico and the U.S. In asking questions about Mexico and the U.S., I also asked the interviewees questions about their migration between the countries in Theme I. Theme II is “deportation/return and separation.” The main purpose behind this theme is to better understand the process of separation itself – if returnees were able to say goodbye to their family members, for example. Theme III is “life in Mexico post-return.” This theme gets at the core of this paper by specifically examining how relationships with family members have changed due to the physical, mental, and emotional barriers of separation. Theme IV is “policy implications,” and asks returnees, based on their experiences, how they envision policy changes that would positively impact the immigration system as it affects families. Some returnees addressed this theme in terms of family reunification of families that have already been separated, like theirs. Others looked toward policies that would end family separation as a practice for future migrants. Table 2 organizes these themes and provides example questions for each one. Appendix B provides the full interview guide.
 
Focus Group Background and Themes
While the interviews with returned migrants touched mostly on personal experience, the primary intent of the focus group is to engage in a deeper advocacy- and policy-focused discussion. All eight focus group participants work as activists in Mexico, and most work directly through ODA. For this reason, the focus group focuses on modes of thinking and doing activism on family, with an emphasis on the current work and long-term goals each activist has for policy reform around this issue. In combination with the interviews, the focus group provides a more concrete roadmap to thinking about policy solutions to family separation based on the work that activists focused on the issue are working to change right now. The focus group outline, which illustrates the themes below in more detail, can be found in Appendix C.
        	Theme I of the focus group examines participants’ perspectives on activism. I asked the focus group participants: “what has driven you to be an activist?” and “what does activism mean to each of you?” These questions allowed the group to approach the discussion in a more theoretical sense before concretizing it with examples of the activist work they do daily.
Theme II specifically engages the participants’ work on family separation. I asked: “Can you name the types of activities that you do as an activist with family separation? Accompanying people to apply for tourist visas, organizing protests, or anything else specifically?” and “How do you choose where to put your energy and efforts on this issue?” Each activist had distinct perspectives on which aspects of family separation are most important to address.
Theme III addresses the activists’ broader policy ideas aimed at long-term, structural change to the immigration system as it operates now. I asked if the activists have any specific policies they would like to see repealed, and any ideas of new policies to create. In combination with the direct work they are doing now, they provided insightful policy ideas that I will incorporate into Chapter 6 of this paper. More importantly, however, the focus group discussion shapes Chapter 5, which examines activist strategies focused on community-building and raising social consciousness around family separation in the U.S. and Mexico.

Linguistic Mechanics of the Interviews and Focus Group
The migrants participating in this research comprise a mostly bi- or multilingual community. I conducted some interviews in English, some in Spanish, and some in a combination of the two languages, following their lead of each interviewee’s language choice (see Appendices A and B for English and Spanish versions of all interview documents). I led the focus group in English, and many of the participants code switched between English and Spanish. I recorded the audio of each interview and worked with its transcription for my analysis. 
To establish trends among the interviewees, I coded the interviews using a total of 26 codes. I developed my final series of codes in four stages during the research process: first, as I developed my interview guide (Appendix B); second, as I noticed trends among interviewees during the interview process; third, as I listened to each audio recording and discovered new trends among the data; and fourth, as I read the interview transcriptions. In Table 3, I group the codes thematically and provide an interview example for each code. Most of the codes fit within the four interview themes detailed above.
In the interview excerpts I analyze in subsequent chapters, I edit the language for clarity, mostly to remove excessive colloquialisms. To protect the identities of all participants, I assigned pseudonyms to each person. When I analyze text in Spanish, I provide the original Spanish in the body of the text and include an English translation in a footnote of the same page.












Table 1: Interviewee Demographics
	Interview Number
	Gender
	Age
(Approx.)
	Year Deported/Returned to Mexico
	Length of Time in U.S. (Approx.)
	Interviewee has Children?

	01
	F
	32
	2019
	12
	Yes; 1 in U.S., 1 in Mexico

	02
 
	F
	40
	2016
	8
	Yes; 4 in U.S.

	03
 
	M
	24
	 2017
	10
	No

	04
 
	M
	40
	 2018
	14
	Yes; 3 in U.S.

	05
 
	F
	28
	 2018
	13
	No

	06
	F
	45
	 ~ 2017
	18
	Yes; 1 in U.S., 1 in Mexico

	07
 
	M
	32
	~ 2016 
	16
	Yes; 2 in U.S.

	08
 
	F
	27
	2014 
	14
	No

	09
 
	F
	29
	 2014
	20
	Yes; 1 in U.S.

	10
 
	M
	30
	 2017
	20
	No

	11
	F
	38
	 2016
	16
	Yes; 2 in U.S., 4 in Mexico

	12
	F
	34
	 2018
	19
	Yes; 3 in U.S.


Table 2: Interview Themes

	Interview Theme
	Examples Questions

	Theme I:
Family Relationships and Family History
	“What does family mean to you? How do you define family for yourself?”
 
“Who were you close to growing up? Were there are siblings, parents, for example, who you were/are particularly close to?”
 
“Was going to the U.S. your decision? How old were you?”
 

	Theme II:
Deportation/Return and Separation
	“When you were separated from your family, what were the emotions you felt most strongly?”
 
“Before you were separated, did you have the chance to say goodbye to ___ (partner/children/other relatives)?”
 

	Theme III:
Life in Mexico Post-Return
	How would you describe your relationships with ___ (partner/children/other relatives) now?
 
How (and how often) do you communicate with your family in the U.S.?
 
Do you find it difficult to maintain close relationships with your family now? Why do you think that is?
 

	Theme IV:
Policy Implications
	“Do you have any ideas on how the immigration system can be better for families like yours? This could mean changing laws, making new ones, or anything you think of.”
 
“Do you think it could be possible for the U.S. and Mexico to reunite families they have separated? Why or why not?”
 





Table 3: Interview Codes
	Code Label
	Code Description
	Example from Interviews

	 
	Theme I: Family Relationships and Family History
 
	 

	A
	Relationships with immediate family – general
 
	My brother's to me, like my brother's everything. He's... Like, I can say that I love my brother more, even though it's like a different type of love, that you have for your brother, or your mom, or your dad, you know? But my brother's been everything to me.
 

	B
	Relationships with extended family in Mexico – general
 
	Upon returning to Mexico they’re more like strangers. I call them cousins, uncles, etcetera, but I don’t have that bond with them.
 

	C
	Relationships with anyone not in “official” family (close friends, unmarried partners, etc.)
 
	Que fueron como mis padres en este año y medio que yo estuve allá así me abrieron su casa, yo vivía allí. No, no era su sirvienta, era como su hija. Obviamente ayudaba lo mismo que uno ayuda en la casa de tus padres, y ha sido muy difícil para nosotros esta separación.

They were like my parents in this year and a half, I was there and they opened their house to me, I lived there. No, I wasn’t their servant, I was like their daughter. Obviously, I helped the same as one helps in their parents’ house, and this separation has been very difficult for us.

	D
	Definition of family (what family means and who it comprises)
 
	Family for me means the people that have been, that are there for you in the good, in the bad times … it doesn't necessarily need to be like blood for me, you know? I have some blood family that I don't even count them as family, you know? So for me, my main family is just, like, my mom and my brother, my son.
 

	E
	Community of returnees in Mexico as support network/family
 
	I was like, "I'm the only deportee." I felt sad, I felt depressed but then I started looking on the internet, in Facebook and that's when I found ODA… It's funny because most of my friends now are either deportees or people from the U.S. Even if we don't have... they are not my relatives, it feels like family, you know?

	F
	Mixed-status families
 
	Entonces, vino mi hija, nació mi hija la primera de los ciudadanos que tengo
 
So, my daughter came, my daughter was born, the first of the citizen [children] that I have.

	G
	Relationships with family while living in U.S.
	I'm really close to my sister. I'm so close to my sister. My brother, he's a year older than me, so we had a lot of differences. I still love him. He's my brother, but I'm real close to my little sister.
 

	H
	Family separation before interviewee ever went to US (like if one parent went earlier)
 
	My dad was the first one to go. He went in 1998. He stayed in New York like a few years, he got some money and then told my mom that if she wanted to go, it was an option.
 

	I
	For interviewees who had family in the U.S. before they migrated: first encounter with family member(s) in the U.S.
	But that's when my dad came in. He saw me a little bit scared, right behind my mom and he came up and said, "everything's okay." But, yeah, that was the first moment that I saw my dad. It was weird, like I said
 

	J
	Descriptions of Mexico as “my country” versus the U.S. as “my home”; descriptions of spaces in the U.S. as home
 
	I just don't wanna be here in Mexico, right? I mean, I love... it’s my country, so I love it, but no. This is my country but the U.S. is my home.
 

	K
	Process of entering the US
 
	So, we went through the desert. I mean, just... the wall came and probably I was too young to think about the risk.
 

	L
	Reason for migrating
 
	My mom was a single mom. So I started working because I was trying to help her pay the bills, you know? And one day, one of my friends came and "hey men, what if we go to the U.S.?" I was like "yeah sure, let's try."
 

	N
	Anxieties/worries while living in U.S. undocumented
 
	Pero al mismo tiempo sentía como un alivio de ya no estar bajo esa presión porque mi permiso de trabajo lo renové cada año por cuatro años, pero cada año era un estrés, una ansiedad y una depresión que me caía porque tenía que juntar mucho papeleo, juntar dinero para pagar el abogado y todo eso, y todo eso me causaba mucho estrés porque año tras año era estar con esa incertidumbre porque no sabía si ese año te iban a deportar.
 
But at the same time I felt like a relief of no longer being under that pressure because my work permit, I renovated it each year for four year, but each year it was a stress, an anxiety, and a depression that I fell into because I had to bring a lot of paperwork, money to pay the lawyer and all that, and everything stressed me out because year after year it’s having this uncertainty because I didn’t know if that year they were going to deport you.

	 
	Theme II: Deportation/Return and Separation
 
	 

	O
	Deportation/return process
 
	Yo estaba manejando y me paro un policía. Entonces me pidió mi licencia de manejo y pues yo no tenía licencia. Entonces me detiene.
 
I was driving and a policeman stopped me. Then he asked for my license and, well, I didn’t have a license. So, he detained me.

	P
	Communication with kids right before and during the removal/deportation process
 
	I took them all the way to their classroom, and [redacted] was like, "why you brought me all the way to my classroom?" And I told him, "remember what I told you about the new job in Mexico? I might go today."
 

	Q
	Communication with partners right before and during the removal/deportation process
 
	I told her, "even if we cry it will be hard to change this” … What kind of words can I say to my wife in that moment, just don't cry everything's gonna be okay, you know? … it was an emotional rollercoaster.
 

	 
	Theme III: Life in Mexico Post-Return
	 

	R
	Emotional trauma of family separation
	Y pues sí, yo sé que es más difícil. Y por ejemplo cuando están enfermos y me hablan por teléfono y me dicen, Mami me siento mal. ¿Y qué puedo yo hacer?
 
And well yes, I know that it’s harder. And for example, when they’re sick and they talk to me over the phone and tell me “Mom I feel sick.” And what can I do?

	S
	Mental health after deportation
	Entonces eso te afecta emocionalmente. Yo vivía ocho meses bien y los últimos cuatro meses del año, era una depresión horrible.
 
 So that affects you emotionally. I lived eight years fine and the last four months of the year, it was a horrible depression.

	T
	Reuniting with family back in Mexico
 
	my uncle and my mom went and picked me up at the airport. Yeah, but it was like, "yeah, sí! Nice to see you and I'm glad that you're back. I'm glad that you are okay but I'm..." That phrase, in that moment is like, "I'm glad to see you, I'm glad that you are back but I'm not glad that you are back."
 

	U
	Relationships strength/quality after separation
 
	I love [my mom], but it's something else. It's like this thing, this little connection, out of the many ways we are connected, maybe one thing it's just not there anymore. It's just disconnection.
 

	V
	Financial aspect of separation, like kids having to work long hours, for example
 
	It hurts me because I'm the one that's supposed to be providing for them. I only make forty dollars a week, I can barely provide for myself, you know?
 

	W
	Talking about family coming to visit in Mexico
 
	I mean, if they... they are U.S. citizens so it's not a big deal for them to fly down here. I would be more than happy to get that but … Everything comes right to the money …That's the only reason they haven't be able to be down here. Once I get the money, I'll be... For sure they'll be here.

	X
	Plans to return to US
·        
	I'm ready to go back. I'm ready to go back, I'm ready to hold them, I'm ready to take them out to eat, I'm ready to spend time with them. I'm just ready to be with them. And if I see that things start complicating for me to come back legally, then I'm just gonna go back. 
 

	Y
	On being “different” to other Mexicans; experiences with isolation, discrimination in Mexico post-return
 
	Like, we're Americans because we speak the language, because we're different, we dress different, because we, you know, grew up in the States, and we're a little different from the people here.
 

	 
	Theme IV: Policy Implications
	 

	Z
	Politics
 
	And the system, it could be better if it worked the same for everybody. But unfortunately, that's not how the system works. The system works to think each person individually, on who they are, on what they own, on what they have, and who they know, you know? … I didn't had nobody to fight for me. You know, the system played me wrong, and kicked me out, and separated me from my family.
 


 
 
 


Chapter 3
Discussing Conceptions of Family Beyond Normative Familial Relationships
U.S. immigration policy often defines family as one’s immediate relatives, by blood or marriage, and defines the “family unit” to follow what many people consider the “nuclear family.” These definitions certainly apply to some families, but they exclude many others whose relationships are less normative. This chapter is dedicated to discussing and critiquing the normative family structure and how it is used in immigration policy. Instead of relying on what family is — as determined by public policies and social norms — this research discusses what family can be. This broader conception is more representative of many of the migrants who participated in this research, and it allows for a more robust analysis of separation’s effects on different families, as is discussed in Chapter 4. It also carries many implications when thinking about activist strategies and public policy changes aimed at reunifying families and putting an end to family separation in the U.S. and Mexico, as is discussed in Chapters 5 and 6.

Defining Family Through the Functions It Serves
To ground this discussion in the data, I began each interview with a combination of two questions: “How do you define family?” and “What does family mean to you?” Two consistent themes emerged in the interviewees’ responses. First, many interviewees explained that family forms the most important, basic network of relationships one has. Ninel described her family as her most important source of support: 
Creo que la familia es lo más importante y… siento como que es una base para que tú te puedas desarrollarte bien en la vida, tus padres, tus hermanos contigo que cuando tus creces casándote tomas tu propio camino. Pero mientras creces con ese apoyo psicológico, emocional y fraternal de tener a tus padres y tus hermanos contigo. ~ Ninel1&[footnoteRef:1] [1:  I think that family is the most important thing there is, and I feel like it is a base on which you can develop yourself well through your life, with your parents, your siblings with you, when you grow up, get married, you go your own path. But you grow up with that psychological, emotional and fraternal support of having your parents and siblings with you. ~ Ninel] 


Every other interviewee spoke of their family as playing a similarly fundamental role in their lives. Like Ninel, every interviewee explained that there is an aspect of support in their familial relationships, referring both to support that they provide others and that they receive from their relatives. The interviewees spoke about their strongest familial relationships as being so because of that mutual aspect of support. 
The second consistent theme, emphasizing the importance of this chapter, is the acknowledgment that family can have a very open definition. Many interviewees explained that not all the people they consider as their family members are related through blood and marriage. Many went on to say that several of their blood relatives do not feel like family to them at all. Eva explained her feelings on this topic like this:
Family for me means the people… that are there for you in the good, in the bad times, and for me it doesn't always mean, like, all my aunts or my sister. It's just like, being deported, you know who your family is for real. And it doesn't necessarily need to be blood for me, you know? I have some blood family that I don't even count as family. ~ Eva

David expressed a similar feeling, particularly addressing some friends whom he considers part of his family:
I have a lot of friends that make me feel like family. Obviously, my kids, you know. After you have kids, everything changes, the way you see family. Family for me before, I think, was like my parents and brothers and sisters, and they’re obviously like my family but when I think of family now, the first thing that comes to my head is the kids, you know? That’s family for me. And then people who are closer with me all the time, you know, even if they’re far away, they’re always there, so that’s family for me, even the friends that I have really close to me. ~ David

Most interviewees, including Eva and David, went on to say that their closest family members —and those they think of first when asked about family — are immediate relatives. Every parent I interviewed mentioned their children in their definition. Everyone without children spoke of a sibling or parent. Nevertheless, in almost every case, the interviewees acknowledged that they have family-like relationships with people they are not technically related to. 

Mexican-U.S. Migrants’ Relationships with Extended Family Members
One of the themes from the interviews that parallels the idea of family beyond one’s biological relatives is the lack of strong connections with one’s extended biological family. The majority of the interviewees have distant or nonexistent relationships with most members of their extended family. This is a relatively common phenomenon; many people describe their extended family as “technically” their family, but not their closest family members. However, there are some reasons why this may be especially true for these interviewees and Mexican-U.S. migrants in general.
First, many deported migrants who have returned to Mexico migrated to the U.S. at young ages. The interviewees who left Mexico as children had little time to develop strong relationships with their extended family that stayed behind in Mexico. For example, Eva, who left for the U.S. at age five, has no clear childhood memories of her extended family. The only extended family member she has a relationship with is one of her aunts, but this is because her aunt migrated to the U.S. and lived in the same town as Eva. Although she has now lived in Mexico for over five years, she does not have contact with any of her extended family, and she does not feel a desire to reach out to them. Yasmin’s family migrated internally in Mexico when she was nine, and moved again to the U.S. when she was 15. She described her extended familial relationships more specifically:
[when I migrated to the U.S.] I left a lot of family that I thought that I knew. But upon returning to Mexico they’re more like strangers. I call them cousins, uncles, etc., but I don’t have that bond with them. No matter if you have a lot of relatives, if you never grow up with them, you never went to family parties, or never attended to none of that, I don’t know, it’s just, like, not even getting to know them at all, it’s not easy. ~ Yasmin 

Catalina, who migrated to the U.S. with her parents at age seven, recalled having relationships with some of her aunts and an uncle. However, once her family migrated, she fell out of touch with her extended family. It was not until she was deported that she began to communicate with her uncle and aunts again. When asked about that reencounter, she explained:
Even though we were in the [United] States, most of our family was here [in Mexico]. So, like, growing up, we never had like big family parties because most of our family was here. So, I only had small memories but it was good to see them. And the first week they were like “oh we’re gonna help” you know, “everything’s OK, we’re gonna take care of you” but you know, things start changing, once the three weeks — two weeks — pass by you begin to see everyone’s regular routine. … So, I see them every once in a while and it’s nice but we really don’t have that connection. ~ Catalina 

Most of the interviewees who returned after a long period of time in the U.S. spoke of their relationships with extended family members in similar terms. Many, like Catalina, explained that their extended family, while still “their family,” is not the same as the other family they have.
	Many interviewees who left Mexico when they were older also spoke of their extended family as being more distant. One consistent explanation lies in the cultural and linguistic barriers between the extended family in Mexico and the migrants. All of the interviewees grew up or lived in the U.S. for long periods of time, and all remarked that returning to Mexico in general was difficult in part due to cultural and linguistic barriers that they had to adjust to after living in the U.S. for so long. In the same way, several of the interviewees spoke about how these barriers contributed to the deterioration of their past relationships with extended family in Mexico. Álvaro, who left Mexico when he was 19, explained that although he was never extremely close with most of his extended family, he had somewhat strong relationships with them before he left. Upon returning to Mexico, however, he had a much harder time connecting with them:
[my mom and uncle] picked me up at the airport. We went to my uncle's house and more of my relatives were there, like, probably ten of them. You know, they received me like, “you are not alone.” But probably after three or four days… I mean, at the beginning they called me every day — “are you okay? do you need something?” — but it’s like after probably a week, it’s like they just keep going with their lives. I mean, I know they are my family and that... I know it's history and everything but there's not like a connection. I had to reconnect with them. And it’s funny because, like I said, I don't speak English a hundred percent but most of the time I was speaking English in [my town in the U.S.], so when I speak with them, even if I speak in Spanish then I forget or I don’t know any of the words in Spanish. And they start making jokes like, “the gringo can’t speak Spanish anymore!” It's like... it makes me feel uncomfortable. ~ Álvaro

Álvaro explained that, after such a prolonged separation from his extended family, he had to “reconnect” with them—it was not possible to continue the relationship as if he had never left. However, this reconnection was complicated by his extended family’s linguicism, which makes him uncomfortable and has prevented him from developing those relationships further. This dynamic represents the antithesis of family as one’s emotional support. Therefore, the separation from his extended family itself impacted his view of them as family, but his inability to turn to them for emotional support has further distanced him from these family members.
	Given these factors, it is perhaps unsurprising that most of the migrants who participated in this research do not have strong familial connections with members of their extended family. Most are closest to their immediate family. However, many of the interviewees spoke about strong bonds they have with people who they are not formally related to.

Familial Relationships with People Outside of Migrants’ Officially Recognized Families
	One common, rarely legally recognized familial relationship is that with the children of one’s partner or former partner. Several of the migrants in this research serve as parental figures for the children of their partners or former partners. Álvaro, who defined family as his “support and inspiration” and thinks foremost about his wife and three children, is only biologically related to one of the children. He described his role as a father in the years leading up to his deportation:
We lived together, I mean, this whole time and it was like a family, even the kids they were not my kids… they love me… I had a really good bond with them. I bet you, if I call them right now and say “hey, I miss you” they’re gonna say, “I miss you too.” Cause... They still see their dad but it's more like... they see me more as a father figure. [My daughter is] sixteen years old, and… she always calls me to... to give her an advice. And the little one, he’s ten. And the same thing… I think he got affected emotionally. Even if he don’t say it, I can see it and, actually, the teacher just said, “you guys need to find out the way that [Álvaro] come back.” I mean, like, “you got to come back.” I'm like, “I want to but it's not like that.” ~ Álvaro 

Álvaro’s biological child was born months after he was deported, so he had no memories to share in the interview about her. When he talked about “his kids” throughout the interview, however, he did not differentiate between his biological child and his wife’s children. Although he is not the legal guardian of the other children, he did not define his relationships with them based on legal standards. Rather, he defined these relationships by their strengths, and by the mutually supportive function they serve.
	Another familial relationship that is not legally considered is the relationship between close friends. This type of relationship was not referenced among many interviewees, but some held strong opinions on friends being considered family. As mentioned above, David included friends in his definition of family. Carlos explained his feelings in more detail in the focus group: 
I was the only [one of my family members] in the [United] States, but that doesn't mean that [the government] don't take me off from my family that I built in the U.S.A. I mean all my friends, they become my family because I was there, like, I built this community with them… You know, my friends were my family… I understand, like, family blood, like your kids and everything else is like really hard. It's painful, but also it's this: the family that you build in the States is really hard also for us, you know? ... Like, some people think, "oh! But you don't have family, you don't have kids, so you're fine." What the fuck is that? Do you think I'm okay? Just because I don't have kids, I don't have a wife? What about my friends there, you know? That's my community, that's my family. ~ Carlos

As Carlos explained, many people consider family separation in a narrow, biological sense. In his case, however, his family in the U.S. is not related to him in any legal capacity. 
Another relationship that is even less frequently considered to be familial is the relationship one has with non-friends they interact with regularly. In his interview, Gabriel explains his relationships with two high school teachers in the U.S.:
I had two teachers that I still have contact with and I always say to them... I always tell them like, "thanks to you I became the person I am." I didn't get into bad steps even though my parents were working and I was home alone, and maybe I could've gotten into gangs or stuff like that. I just didn't. I kept remembering the words that those teachers told me, which was, "you're gonna be something, just keep fighting for it and you'll get there. Your story is going to mean something." … they were a part of my family… the school was my second home. Going to my house, all alone, my parents working, and even though it was a good environment, I was still alone. Being at school I had friends, my teachers who literally were like my second parents always taking care of me. ~ Gabriel

This piece of Gabriel’s interview highlights several specific dynamics of family as one’s support network. The clearest one is how family functions as emotional support through communication and encouragement. The teachers Gabriel mentioned consistently communicated with him and encouraged him to succeed academically, offering support he did not always get from his parents, who worked long hours and were often not home when he was young. This communication also fostered support in terms of Gabriel’s physical security. Gabriel’s explanation about his susceptibility to gang activity highlights how his teachers helped prevent him from entering the environments of gang violence that he recalled taking place near his neighborhood elsewhere in the interview. The concept of family as security, while in this case physical, can be interpreted in many other ways, such as with financial and mental security. To different extents, family serves all of these functions of support and security for the interviewees in this research.
Within this broader conception of family, it is possible to consider entire communities as sources of family. Particularly, many of the migrants explained in interviews that ODA has served as a crucial community network for them. Some described ODA as a community of friends, and others described them as family. Certainly, ODA fits the definition of family as a strong support network. Álvaro described his relationship with members of ODA and other Mexico City-based returnee community organizations like this:
[When I first arrived in Mexico] I felt like I was the only one in Mexico in that circumstance. I was like, "I'm the only deportee." I felt sad, I felt depressed but then I started looking on the internet, in Facebook and that's when I found ODA… It's funny because most of my friends now are either deportees or people from the U.S… I mean people I never imagined. Even if we don't have... they are not my relatives, [but] it feels like family, you know? Cause they understand, they feel the same way, they went through the same things. We still have the U.S. culture and we are trying to readapt to Mexican culture. So, with them it's like... it feels like family. ~ Álvaro 

Within these examples of family-like relationships with people outside one’s biological and immediate family structure, it seems that family is not something one has, but something one creates. This is true to varying degrees for each person, and may not apply to some migrants. Nevertheless, the fact that nearly every interviewee spoke about non-relatives who they consider family shows that this broader conception of family is prevalent.
The discussion in this chapter illuminates a diversity of family relationships and how those relationships fit into separation through deportation. It also carries many implications for activism and public policy, not only in analyzing current immigration policies that separate families, but in crafting new activism strategies and policies that aim to end separation and reunite separated families. The next three chapters expand on these points in more detail.


Chapter 4
Narratives of Family Separation’s Effects on Familial Relationships 
This chapter discusses narratives of family separation to highlight many of the ways in which separation impacts individual family members and the relationships those family members have with one another. As discussed in Chapter 3, one way to categorize family is through the support function it serves. Within the family structure, many familial relationships develop not only through mutual support, but through shared experiences that allowed them to grow together. From preparing a meal together to helping a relative emotionally process a traumatic experience, family members develop relationships over time through physical and emotional experiences that connect them. In thinking about family through its support function and the shared experiences it cultivates, this chapter specifically uses narratives to discusses how separation alters familial relationships by stripping people of their abilities to support and share experiences with each other.
 
Using Narratives to Trace Family Separation and Familial Relationships  
Personal narratives are dynamic and evolving accounts of one’s experiences. An individual’s narrative may differ substantially depending on whom she is speaking with, her mood at the time of communication, the phrasing of the questions she is asked, and her comfort level in the environment in which she is speaking, among other factors (Ochs, 1997). If I asked the same questions to the same interviewees several months before or after the time I conducted the interviews, it is possible that their narratives would highlight different aspects of separation and outlooks on their familial relationships. For example, if I interviewed Chus again, she might speak more about her children that grew up in Mexico than her children that grew up in the U.S. If I interviewed Álvaro right after he had been in an argument with his partner, he might speak about his partner less often or with less sentimental language in his narrative. This does not imply that one of their narratives is more truthful than the other necessarily. In fact, one of the strengths of using narratives to examine relationships is that they can show how people are affected by, process, and respond to relationship-altering life circumstances like family separation.
This chapter shows many ways in which individuals speak about their experiences with separation, addressing some ways in which separation can affect relationships. One of the main themes of this research is that, although there are many similarities among the interviewees in terms of experiences with separation, family separation affects everyone differently. The narratives in this research, then, help show trends while still showing that separation’s diverse forms and consequences have countless effects that cannot be generalized to all people.
 
Types of Family Separation U.S.-Mexican Migrants Often Experience
This paper thus far has focused primarily on one form of family separation: the deportation or otherwise forceful removal of a family member from her relatives in the U.S. While this chapter gives the most attention to this kind of separation, it is important to consider the other ways in which families are separated. All of the migrants in this research have experienced different types of family separations in their lives, and each type has its own physical and emotional effects on family members.
 
Separation from Family in Mexico When Migrants Leave for the U.S.
The first, and most common, family separation that migrants experience upon coming to the U.S. is the separation from their family members that remain in Mexico. In the focus group, Eva remarked “everyone in Mexico has a family member in the U.S.” While this may be somewhat exaggerated, it reflects the reality that extended Mexican families are often, to some extent, ruptured by the migration of a family member to the U.S. 
The next section of this chapter discusses how involuntary family separation ruptures family member’s abilities to support one another, but in some cases it is actually the desire to support relatives that leads to separation. Every interviewee who made the decision to migrate to the U.S. — as opposed to those who migrated as children because of a parent’s choice to do so — spoke of their decision specifically in terms of economic opportunity, to serve as financial support for their families. When Álvaro discussed his decision to leave Mexico at 19, for example, he connected it to a need he felt in helping his mother pay her bills in Mexico. Chus also explained her decision to migrate to the U.S. for economic reasons, after her ex-husband stopped supporting the family:
era a veces que no había para comer, era que pedía fiado en la tienda, en la carnicería y sí fue muy, muy difícil, la verdad. Fue una de las etapas más difíciles de mi vida y fue cuando se me presentó la oportunidad de que me invitaron a irme a los Estados Unidos y lo platique con mi mamá y me dijo si tú crees que es… pues hazlo. Y pues ellos fueron también la motivación a que me fuera y yo dije, jamás mis hijos van a volver a pasar hambre, andar con zapatos rotos ni nada así. Por eso fue que yo decidí de tomar ese camino de irme. ~ Chus[footnoteRef:2] [2:  So yes, sometimes there wasn’t anything to eat, it was such that I asked for credit in the store, at the butcher and yes it was very, very difficult, to be honest. It was one of the most difficult times in my life and when the opportunity to go to the United States came my way, I spoke with my mom and she told me “if you think that it’s… well, do it.” And, well, they were the motivation for me to go, and I said, my children will never go back to being hungry again, to wearing broken shoes or anything like that. For that reason, I decided to take that journey to go.] 

 
When Chus migrated to the U.S., her four children remained in the care of her mother in Mexico. At that time, all four children were ten years old or younger. She explained that they were too young to fully understand why she was leaving, and because she was fully aware of the dangers of crossing the border, she did not want to risk bringing her children. Chus remarked that she does not regret her decision to migrate, because, even though it separated her physically from her children, she recognized that the only way she could fully support their basic needs was to work in the U.S., although this required relinquishing the physical support that is only possible with physical proximity.
        	For the more than 15 years that Chus lived in the U.S., she did not see her four Mexico-born children. She explains this while talking about her overall positive experiences in the U.S.:
Siempre mi experiencia en Estados Unidos siempre fue muy buena, la verdad. Me embarace de [redactado], pague mi divorcio porque yo quería divorciarme, entonces pague mi divorcio, hice el intento de llevarme a mis hijos, pero yo ya no me los quería llevar como yo me había ido. Yo me los quería llevar con una Visa, pero no fue posible porque su papá no me lo permitió. Mi hermana, una de mis hermanas, fue una vez a visitarme y a través de ella queríamos sacar la Visa de Turista como ella es profesionista, le dieron la Visa muy fácil. Y en ese momento mis hijos eran tan pequeños y pensamos... y no era tan complicado como eran las cosas ahorita y pues sí es muy difícil todo. Pero pues todavía en esos años no era tan complicado. Y nosotros pensamos que así aunque pudieran estar conmigo pero como eran menores de edad, su papá no les firmó para que pudieran venirse conmigo. Entonces esa era la parte más dolorosa, el seguir separada de mis hijos. Y de que no había posibilidades de que yo pudiera arreglar mis papeles para poder venir a verlos. ~ Chus[footnoteRef:3] [3:   Always, my experience in the United States was always very good, to be honest. I got pregnant with [redacted], paid for my divorce filing because I wanted to get divorced, so I paid my divorce, I made the attempt to bring my kids to me, but I didn’t want them to come how I had gone. I wanted to bring them with a visa, but it was not possible because their father didn’t let me do it. My sister, one of my sisters, went once to visit me and I wanted to get them the tourist visa through her, because she’s a professional (she has a secure salaried job) they gave her the visa very easily. And in that moment my kids were so young and we thought… and it was not so complicated like things are now and well, yeah, everything is very difficult now. But, well, in those years it wasn’t so complicated. And we thought that way, and although they could come to be with me, because they were underage, their father did not sign off so that they could come with me. So that was the most painful part, to continue being separated from my kids. And that there were no possibilities for me to adjust my status to be able to come to see them.] 


Chus’s narrative shows that the physical separation from her children was the most difficult aspect of living in the U.S. However, knowing that there were no opportunities to adjust her immigration status, she never had the transnational mobility to visit them in Mexico and return to the U.S. Because she knew she would not be able to fulfill her familial role of financial support if she were not able to return to work in the U.S., she made the difficult decision to remain physically separated from her children.
 
Separation from family members that migrate to the U.S. first
A second common separation migrants to the U.S. experience takes place when family members migrate before them, leaving them behind in Mexico. Many of the migrants in this research went to the U.S. after some time apart from relatives who were already in the country. For example, when Gabriel’s father migrated to the U.S. to better financially support Gabriel and his mother, they were separated for two years before he and his mom went to live with the father. He explains the day he and his mom left their home for the U.S.:
I was getting ready for a normal day. I knew we were gonna go, she told me but she never said this is the day in specific. That day I was getting ready for school when she said, "no, you're not going to school today." And I said, "okay. Why? Is there something wrong or there's no class?" I remember that she said, "no, this is the day we're going to see your dad. We bought the tickets and we're gonna go." I said, "okay, that's cool." I took the transportation and I was looking out the window, and every time I was looking out, she would keep on telling me, "don't worry, it's going to be okay, you're not gonna miss your friends." And all I could think of was, "yeah, I have friends but I need my dad." Like, "there's something that I need more than friends in this moment." ~ Gabriel 
 
Even though he acknowledged that he had not had a strong positive relationship with his father in Mexico, Gabriel explained how his father’s absence over those two years made him long for a father figure he no longer had present in his life. He alluded specifically to the role of support that he needed from his father, but that was lacking through physical separation. This excitement to reconnect with his father and receive support from him is what motivated Gabriel during the long trip to the U.S.

Family Separation Through the Trump Administration’s Zero Tolerance Policy
Third, families may be separated deliberately at the U.S.-Mexico border when they arrive to the border without a visa. As discussed in Chapter 1, most of the families separated under the Trump administration’s zero tolerance policy have fled their home countries to seek asylum in the U.S. Seeking asylum at national borders does not require an entry visa, and international human rights law guarantees everyone the right to seek asylum. Nevertheless, in 2018 the Trump administration began to systematically separate asylum-seeking families. Despite several federal judges’ orders for DOJ and DHS to reunite all separated families, there are estimated thousands of families that remain separated (Southern Poverty Law Center, 2019).
This type of family separation creates extreme social and emotional trauma for separated family members. While no migrants involved in this research were separated under the zero tolerance policy, these separations create the same physical barriers to relationship maintenance as deportation and other types of separation.

Separation from Family in the U.S. Through Deportation or Forced Return to Mexico
        	Finally, the U.S. separates Mexican migrant families through the deportation, or institutionally forced return, of family members. Ninel’s narrative of being separated illustrates some of the ways this category of separation manifests. She explains how ICE first picked her up:
Yo estaba manejando y me paró un policía. Entonces me pidió mi licencia de manejo y pues yo no tenía licencia. Entonces me detiene y me lleva a la cárcel del [redactado] y me tuvieron detenida por tres días. Después de esos tres días pues me ponen un hold de inmigración. ~ Ninel[footnoteRef:4] [4:  I was driving and a police officer stopped me. So, he asked for my driver’s license and well, I didn’t have one. So, he detains me and brings me to the [redacted] jail and they had me detained for three days. After those three days, well, they gave me an immigration hold.] 


 
After three days in jail, Ninel was presented in front of a judge, who intended to release her, since it was her first legal offense. However, the government prosecutor explained that, because Ninel had an immigration hold due to her undocumented status, ICE would not release her. Therefore, Ninel was transferred to an immigrant detention center. She explained that she could not return to Mexico because her children were in the U.S. and because her family had received death threats from gang members in Mexico—one of the primary reasons her family migrated to the U.S. After explaining her situation, she began the asylum process:
Entonces me ponen bajo asilo político, pero para eso me dicen que me tenía que quedar detenida peleando el asilo político. Entonces estuve en un centro de detención por cinco meses peleando mi asilo político. Cinco meses en los que estuve separada de mis hijos. Mis hijos estaban chiquitos como te digo, mi hijo tenía tres años y mi niña dos. Y luego sí fue un proceso muy difícil porque nunca me había separado de ellos. ~ Ninel[footnoteRef:5]  [5:   So, they put me under political asylum, but for that reason they tell me that I had to remain detained while fighting for political asylum. So, I was in a detention center for five months fighting my political asylum. Five months in which I was separated from my kids. My kids were really young as I told you, my youngest son was three years old and my youngest daughter two. And then, yeah, it was a very difficult process because I had never been separated from them.
] 


Ninel explains that this five months in the detention center was her first time being separated from her children—yet another type of family separation within the category of separation through deportation. Her children remained in the care of their father, but Ninel was unable to see nor speak regularly with them for five months.
        	After five months of separation, Ninel was denied asylum even though she was found to have a credible fear of persecution in Mexico. However, with the help of an attorney, she was granted cancellation of removal. As discussed in Chapter 1, IIRIRA made cancellation of removal, itself a non-permanent immigration status, much more difficult to obtain than it had been under previous immigration policies. For undocumented people to win cancellation of removal, an immigration judge must assess that deportation would create “exceptional and extremely unusual hardship” for at least one family member that is an LPR or U.S. citizen (Kerwin 2019). If two of Ninel’s children had not been born in the U.S., she likely would have been deported that day without the chance to say goodbye to her family.
        	After being granted cancellation of removal, Ninel lived with her family for the next several years. She was able to obtain a driver’s license and a renewable work permit. However, as part of the work permit reapplication, she had to attend immigration “check-in” appointments with ICE officers, which is how she eventually was detained again and subsequently deported. She explains that process like this:
me pusieron bajo un proceso que se llama “Check In” de inmigración donde vas, te toman tus datos y todo y yo tenía que estar yendo a la oficina de inmigración. Entonces cuando yo renuevo mi permiso en abril del 2017 tenía que ir hacer el Check In. Cuando voy, pues allí me arrestan. Cuando ellos me arrestaron mi abogado iba conmigo. Les dijo que por qué me iban a arrestar. Que porque yo había faltado a una corte y yo no tenía derecho a cortes. Eso no es cierto, porque ella no tenía derecho a cortes ¿cómo va a tener una orden de arresto por presentarse a corte? Entonces ellos dijeron que no podían más información que si queríamos saber algo le preguntáramos al oficial de inmigración. ~ Ninel[footnoteRef:6] [6:   They put me under a process called an immigration “Check In” where you go, they take your information and everything and I had to be going to the immigration office. So, when I renewed my work permit in April of 2017 I had to go to the Check In. When I go, well, they arrest me there. When they arrested me, my lawyer went with me. He asked them why they were arresting me. Because I had missed a court date and I didn’t have the right to court. That isn’t true, because if she didn’t have the right to court, how would she have an arrest warrant for not presenting in court? So they said that they couldn’t give any more information, to ask the immigration office if we wanted to know anything else.] 


Ninel explains that her lawyer had warned her that, under the Trump administration, “things were becoming more difficult”:  
De hecho, a mí me dijo, quieres presentarte a la cita o escóndete es lo que puedes hacer. Yo busqué ayuda para entrar en santuario para que no fuera deportada y no presentarme a esa cita. Pero no obtuve la ayuda entonces si yo no me presentaba la cita, era como declararme prófuga de la justicia y yo no quería perder mi permiso de trabajo porque decía ya llevo más cosas buenas y echarlas a perder todas por volverme prófuga, prefiero ir a mi cita. Confiada en que todo iba a salir bien. Pero así en cuanto llegue me arrestaron. ~ Ninel[footnoteRef:7] [7:   In fact, he told me, you’ll want to show up to the Check In or go into hiding, that’s all you can do. I looked for help to enter a sanctuary space so that I would not be deported and wouldn’t have to show up to the Check In. But I didn’t get the help, so if I didn’t show up to the Check In, it was like declaring myself a fugitive and I didn’t want to lose my work permit because I said that more good things had already come and I didn’t want to give up everything to become a fugitive, so I preferred to go to the Check In. I believed that everything would go alright. But when I arrived, they arrested me.] 


Although she knew it was risky, Ninel chose to attend the check-in instead of hiding because she wanted to do everything legally to remain in the U.S. with her children. Because she followed instructions, she was detained without the chance to say goodbye to her children.
        	Ninel’s narrative highlights some of the many ways in which the immigration system separates migrant families. As the next section will discuss, these separations pose huge barriers for family members in their efforts to maintain their familial relationships.
 
Examining Separation’s Impacts on Familial Relationships Through Returnee Narratives
        	As mentioned previously, family separation disrupts family member’s abilities to support one another, which often stagnates or negatively impacts their relationships. The narratives of the migrants who participated in this research show that separation has impacted their abilities both to support their relatives and to receive their support. In their narratives, the interviewees most frequently spoke about separation in terms of the physical and emotional barriers it creates to relationship building and relationship maintenance.
        	Above all, the interviewees spoke about the strength of their relationships through the physical aspects of separation. In nearly every one of their familial relationships where there is a forced physical separation, the interviewees explained that these relationships have stagnated or deteriorated since that separation began. When asked to describe her familial relationships after separation, Yasmin explained that they have become weaker specifically due to the physical barriers that separation creates: “It don’t matter how much money you send, no matter how much stuff you give them or provide, nothing is gonna change because you are not there physically.” In this comment, Yasmin uses the common example of financial support to highlight how physical closeness, in her experience, is the most important aspect of her familial relationships. As discussed in Chapter 3 in the section on extended family in Mexico, Yasmin explained the weakness of her relationships with extended family through the physical separation she had from them for so long. Once she left Mexico and stopped seeing those relatives, she explained that they became like strangers to her:
No matter if you have a lot of relatives, if you never grow up with them, you never went to family parties, or never attended to none of that, I don’t know, it’s just like not even getting to know them at all. ~ Yasmin
 
For both her closest family in the U.S. and her distant relatives in Mexico, Yasmin explained the difficulty in maintaining relationships with those family members specifically through the physical aspects of relationship building that separation takes away.
Along with Yasmin, many of the interviewees explained how physical separation has deprived them of the ability to share certain experiences with their relatives that are only afforded to people who are physically close. Paco explained how physical separation has broken down his relationship with his younger brother:
That's what I think about the most; how this deportation, this family separation hasn't… allowed me to be in my brother's life during the time that he was going into adulthood. That's what fucking kills me the most. All the things, all the suffering, all the crying that he went to, or... Fuck, dude, changing a tire? I don't know. Just things, you know? ~ Paco
 
Paco went on to talk about different experiences he was excited to have with his brother as he continued to get older, like going on road trips or buying him a beer on his 21st birthday. On the surface, physical accompaniment through tasks such as changing a tire may seem trivial. For Paco and many others, however, separation has made it impossible for them to fulfill that desired role of support that is only possible with physical proximity. Additionally, because those mutual experiences strengthen relationships over time, being deprived of those experiences inhibits the relationship from becoming stronger.
On the same theme of physical experiences and support, Chus spoke about how her relationship with one of her sons has changed since separation:
[la relación] es diferente porque ya no estoy allí para escucharlos todos los días. [Mi hijo] le encanta llegar y platica todo. [Mi otro hijo] es más callado, pero [mi hijo] platica y habla y habla todo el tiempo. Y mami que, en la escuela, y que esto, y que lo otro. Todo platica. Entonces pues sí ha cambiado [la relación] porque ya no hay comunicación. Ya no es como cuando antes… [ahora] no es lo mismo platicar así, llegar a tu casa, ver a tu mamá, y sentarte y platicar con ella. ~ Chus[footnoteRef:8] [8:   The relationship is different because I’m not there anymore to listen to them every day. My son loves showing up and talking about everything. My other son is more quiet, but my [first] son talks and talks and talks all the time. Mom this, about school, and about this and that. He talks about everything. So yes, it has changed because there is no longer that communication. It’s no longer how it used to be… now it’s not the same as talking like that, getting home, seeing your mom, and sitting and talking with her.] 


Although Chus described her relationship with this son as “different” compared to when she lived in the U.S., she described it specifically as weaker elsewhere in the interview. She gave the above reason as the first explanation for this change in the relationship. She can communicate with her son over the phone on a regular basis, but there are aspects like “getting home, seeing your mom, and sitting and talking with her” that are impossible through physical separation.
        	In addition to some of the seemingly smaller ways in which family members can show support, many interviewees spoke about how physical separation inhibits their ability to provide support in their family members’ more pressing times of need. This was especially true of parents who have children in the U.S. Ninel explained an example of how physical separation affects her ability to physically and emotionally support her children:
Imagínate perder a su madre… mi hija la mayor una vez me dijo “Mamá es bien difícil que tu no estés con nosotros porque cuando una Madre o un padre se muere dices tú, bueno ya se murió, ya no lo voy a ver, pero es más difícil sabiendo que tú estás allí, que no puedes estar con nosotros.” … Y pues sí, yo sé que es más difícil. Y por ejemplo cuando están enfermos y me hablan por teléfono y me dicen, “Mami me siento mal.” ¿Y qué puedo yo hacer? No los puedo abrazar por teléfono... Ha llegado en ocasiones que me siento tan inútil estando aquí en México porque digo, ¿qué hago? ~ Ninel[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Imagine losing your mother… mi oldest daughter once told me “Mom it’s really hard without you here with us, because when a mother or a father dies, you say OK they have died and I’m no longer going to see them, but it’s harder knowing that you’re there, that you can’t be with us.” … And yes, I know that it’s harder that way. And, for example, when my kids are sick and they call me and say “Mom, I feel bad.” And what can I do? I can’t hug them through the phone… There have been times where I feel so useless being here in Mexico because I say “what do I do?”] 


Ninel’s inability to support her children when they are sick is a direct product of her physical separation from them. Like Chus, Ninel can speak to her children over the phone on a regular basis. However, physical closeness allows for more physical and emotional support, like being able to hug her children and take care of them when they are sick, that separation makes possible. The feelings of helplessness that Ninel feels through being unable to fully support her children are strongly linked to mental health complications that she mentioned throughout her narrative. They are also linked specifically to the stagnation she described in her familial relationships since she was deported.
        	Beyond the physical support that is taken away through separation, many returnees in Mexico struggle to fill previous familial roles of financial support for their family members. Several interviewees spoke about how separation, specifically on a transnational basis where the cost of living in the U.S. exceeds that in Mexico, has made it impossible for them to support their children, spouses, and siblings in the ways they could while in the U.S. Isabel spoke about this dynamic with her oldest son, a high school student who works long hours to financially support himself:
I was in touch with my son, but I get after him for a couple of things he was doing wrong. He's missing so much school. He's not going to school. He's working, and he doesn't get out until one in the morning, so he doesn't get home until one thirty or two, or whatever time he goes to sleep. And then he's just so tired to get up in the morning and to go to school, so he's so much missing school. And I was getting after him because of that… telling him he had to cut down his hours at work. And his answer was devastating for me. He told me, "I have no choice but to work, mom." He was like, "I don't have socks, I don't have clothes, and you're not here to give me these things. So I have to work to be able to buy things that I need." And it hurts. It hurt me because I'm the one that's supposed to be providing for them. I only make forty dollars a week, I can barely provide for myself, you know? It's tough. ~ Isabel
 
From Isabel’s narrative, her son’s financial insecurity signals three dynamics that are important to their relationship. The first is Isabel’s inability to fulfill her prior role of financial support. The second is how this affects her son, both as an individual and a family member, because not only is his need to make money making it difficult for him to go to school, but it is also a source of frustration that he feels towards his mom, which manifests in a more distant relationship. The third is how her son’s need to work affects Isabel’s emotional wellbeing and mental health, which in turn impacts how she views herself in their relationship and how this influences her communication with him. For example, without the physical and financial support she could offer while living in the U.S., the most she can so — as she said elsewhere in the interview — is let her children know she loves them and is fighting to see them again. This emotional support, however, is hard to communicate through the physical separation.
Most interviewees mentioned that communication is more difficult in general through separation, but sometimes this separation can serve as a barrier to all communication. When I spoke with Isabel, her son had not been responding to her text messages and phone calls for weeks. She explained why like this:
My son is upset with me because I haven't been in his life for a year and a half. I mean, I was locked up for eleven months, I've been in Mexico for six. And he's upset with me because I'm not there with him, he's upset with me because he has to work to provide for himself because I'm not there to provide for him. And he's not talking to me right now. He's mad that I'm not there… he wants me to show him and prove him that I love him. And he wants me to show him that I'm there for him, but how can I be there for him if I am here?  ~ Isabel
 
Isabel mentions the lack of financial support as one reason why her son has stopped talking to her, but she goes beyond that to more generally say “he wants me to show him and prove him that I love him.” This most directly invokes the recurring theme of emotional support. As she acknowledged, however, being separated inhibits her ability to support him in the ways they both desire.
        	 Isabel’s son’s choice to reject communication can be traced to other narratives that connect separation to the idea of abandonment. This was especially true for interviewees with young children. Sometimes, when parents are deported, children are too young to grasp the complex ideas of migration, borders, and deportation. For example, Álvaro was given an order of removal and left the U.S. by way of voluntary departure instead of deportation. In other words, he purchased his own flight and was able to say goodbye to his family before leaving. However, he did not want his children to misunderstand the situation and take it poorly, so he told them that he was going to Mexico for an indefinite amount of time for a work opportunity. At the time of the interview, after he had been in Mexico for over half a year, his children still believed he was in Mexico for work. Although Álvaro explained that he felt guilty lying about his situation whenever he spoke with his children, he weighed that guilt against the question “how you make a ten years kid understand about borders and documents?”
Some interviewees specifically remarked that their children feel abandoned through the deportation of their parents. For example, Eva’s son was four when she was deported, so he did not understand why she was leaving:
He's going to be able to look back when he's older and see that I didn't leave him or wanted to have him with me. Because right now he has this idea that I abandoned him, you know? He uses that word and I'm like... Even though I tell him like... When you abandon someone it's because it's their choice. And I tell him like it wasn't my choice. I would never. ~ Eva
 
Eva believes that her son will understand the situation as he grows older. Other narratives, however, suggest that even with older children, separation can be difficult to process as forceful. Ninel, for example, spoke about how one of her sons had been struggling to look at his mother’s deportation as a forced separation:
Mi hijo, siempre ha sido un niño muy cariñoso… y ahorita es él que se ha llenado más de frustración, de odio, porque hay veces cuando viene me dice que no me quiere. Pero él sabe el por qué, pero como que no lo puede asimilar, entender, no lo sé. ~ Ninel[footnoteRef:10] [10:  My son has always been very caring… and now it’s he who is full of frustration, of hate, because sometimes he tells me he doesn’t love me. But he knows why [I’m not there], but it’s like he can’t assimilate, understand, I don’t know.] 

 
Ninel explained that, even though her son knows why they are separated, his difficulty in processing that fact has led him to withhold emotional support from her. By telling her she does not love him, Ninel’s son’s behavior shows how separation can create an emotional trauma that does not go away when a child begins to understand deportation.
Eva’s explanation about her son’s young age and his conflation with his mother’s deportation as abandonment has contributed to a profound change in their relationship. One of the most telling ways in which the relationship has changed is in how her son has stopped calling her “mom”:
About maybe three years ago, [my son] started calling my mom, instead of grandma, calling her mom. When I heard that, I was like... But like now, it's like ok. It doesn't bother anymore because essentially, she is like his mom, you know? ~ Eva
 
Eva’s son’s choice to call his grandmother “mom” shows how significantly physical experience and support contributes to relationship building. Since Eva was deported, her mother has physically and financially supported her son. She mentioned physical acts of support, such as taking her son to soccer practice after school. With these examples, Eva remarked that she was thankful her mother is able to care for her son, because she admitted that being physically separated has stripped her of the ability to fulfill her roles as a mother. In that way, then, although she was hurt when her son stopped calling her “mom,” she has come to understand his choice because his grandma has “essentially” become “like his mom” through the support she is able to provide with physical proximity.
As these narratives show, separation strips family members of their power to fully support and share experiences with their relatives, because many means of support and experience necessitate physical closeness. In this way, the interviewees explain how many of their closest relationships have stagnated or deteriorated through separation. It is not just a matter of the relationships being “different” than they once were, to use a common descriptor in the narratives. It is that these relationships are deprived of some of the aspects that they need to flourish, specifically through physical separation. These narratives do not only emphasize physical closeness as a necessity for familial relationships; certain aspects of emotional and financial support, in theory, can take place through physical separation. However, in the ways that the interviewees speak about their experiences, the physical aspect of separation has inhibited their abilities to perform all previous areas of support that they think are necessary for strong relationships. With the importance of physical closeness as a precursor for support and shared experiences in mind, the following chapters discuss activism strategies and public policies that primarily address this support through physical closeness.





















Chapter 5
Activist Perspectives on Family Separation
	The final two chapters of this research build on the historical context and lived experiences of family separation laid out in Chapters 1, 3 and 4 to look at how family separation can be addressed on a social level and changed through public policy. Chapter 6 focuses on policy changes that can systematically end family separation and reunite separated families. However, many of the policy ideas in that chapter face political barriers that make them long-term goals more than current political realities. Additionally, the activist work that the focus group participants do is still in an incipient stage; ODA was formed in 2015, and most of the activists got involved with the returned community in the last few years. With this in mind, Chapter 5 approaches shorter-term ways in which separated family members do activist work on the ground in Mexico and the U.S. While I approach this topic with some interview analysis, I rely more heavily on the activists’ discussion in the focus group.
The activists’ discussions in the focus group revolved around two core ideas: community building among returnees and raising social consciousness around family separation in Mexico and the U.S. They spoke about community building as a response to social stigma and isolation. Building community, they said, was about realizing that their experiences as undocumented in the U.S. and returned in Mexico are not isolated, but shared among many people. They spoke about raising social consciousness in terms of their frustration with the governments of both countries. 

Building Community Through (and Beyond) Stigma and Discrimination as a Deportee

Throughout the focus group and the interviews, many spoke about the stigmatization that deportees experience upon returning to Mexico. Many connected this stigma to the idea of criminality; like many people in the U.S., Mexicans often believe that because someone was deported, they must be a criminal. Ninel describes this discrimination in talking about the first weeks after she was deported:
No te acostumbras porque, aunque [México] es tu país, vivir muchos años lejos, llegas a un país totalmente diferente desconocido con pocas oportunidades. Donde te criminalizan, te estereotipan. ¡Ah vienes deportado, a lo mejor vendías drogas! o cosas así. ~ Ninel[footnoteRef:11] [11:  You don’t get used to it because, although [Mexico is] your country, living many years away, you arrive to a completely different, unknown country with few opportunities. Where they criminalize you, they stereotype you. “Oh you were deported, I guess you were selling drugs!” or things like that. Ninel] 


While the activists acknowledged that this stigma has existed for many years, some who were deported more recently spoke about this supposition of criminality in the context of President Trump’s campaign and election. In the focus group, Álvaro echoed the thoughts of others in saying:
Here in Mexico, you know, I'm a deportee, but I'm not a criminal. Everybody thinks... Like, because Trump said, "I'm just deporting criminals, and gangsters, and all that." ~ Álvaro

The activists also spoke about how many people carry no empathy for deportees because they see deportation as a standard punishment for breaking the law. In other words, in response to a deportee who is separated from her family, many might say “if you hadn’t taken the risk of working undocumented in the U.S., you wouldn’t have been separated from your family in the first place.” María explained this in the focus group:
Incluso si rompiste una ley penal, no es porque tú seas un delincuente que te deportaron. Es porque el pinche sistema está roto y no funciona. Y toda la banda siento que también por eso no se organiza sobre todo el tema migratorio, porque en verdad se creen en cuenta que fue su culpa. Como I should've like... No me hubiera pasado la luz, no me hubieran dado el traffic ticket, I shouldn't have committed no sé qué, ¿no? I shouldn't have left when I was eight years old and crossed the border. Así como de... Así de ilógico. Como te crees, te crees que en verdad es tu culpa. ~ María[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Even if you break a penal law, it’s not because you are a delinquent that they deport you. It’s because the fucking system is broken and doesn’t function. And everyone, I feel, doesn’t organize around the topic of migration because they really believe that it was their fault. Like I should’ve like… I shouldn’t have passed the light, I shouldn’t have gotten the traffic ticket. I shouldn’t have committed I don’t know what, right? I shouldn’t have left when I was eight years old and crossed the border. So it’s like… illogical things like that. Like you think, you think that it really is your fault. ~ María] 


The activists offered more examples of experiences they have had in Mexico, and they all revolved around the idea of criminality.
The supposition of criminality not only creates social stigma, but also leads to discrimination in areas like employment and housing. In the focus group, Álvaro spoke about an experience of discrimination in employment in Mexico:
Álvaro: You know, I just... One of the things also that put me up to start activism, or doing all this... Because I went and applied for a job and the lady asked me for my criminal record from the U.S.

María: Really? From the U.S.?

Gabriel: You're lying. 

Eva: That doesn't even... That's against the law.

	On top of the stigma that comes with deportation, there are the cultural and linguistic barriers that can complicate life in Mexico post-return, as discussed in Chapter 3. The various ways in which returnees are stigmatized, from interactions with strangers and their biological family in Mexico, to the institutional discrimination they face when applying for jobs, all contribute to social isolation within the returned community.

Building Community Through Shared Experiences of Return and Family Separation 

	Because of the social isolation deportees often experience upon returning to Mexico, many interviewees and focus group participants expressed feeling like they could not relate to anyone else in Mexico. Álvaro and a few other interviewees mentioned that when they first arrived to Mexico, they felt like they were “the only deportee” there. For most who participated in this research, meeting deportees involved in ODA and other returned migrant organizations in Mexico City served as their first point of contact with other deportees. As discussed in Chapter 3, some of these migrants, such as Álvaro and David, have begun to consider some members of the returned community as family. Others, like Ada, who did not go so far to say that members of ODA and similar organizations are family, spoke about the value of connecting with others who have similar experiences: 
Si, siempre encontramos una conexión. A veces es los hijos, a veces es la situación con un padre, a veces es nuestra forma de comunicarnos…  aun en las grandes diferencias, aun en las personas que estuvieron allá desde muy chicos o mi caso que es completamente diferente, siempre vamos encontrando estas conexiones y el sentimiento finalmente es que no puedo abrazar a mi mamá, no puedo abrazar a nadie, no puedo. ~ Ada[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Yes, we always find a conncetion. Sometimes it's the children, sometimes it's the situation with a father, sometimes it is our way of communicating ... even in the great differences, even in the people who were there from very young ages or my case that is completely different, we always find these connections and the feeling is that I can’t hug my mom, I can't hug anyone, I can't.] 


As Ada explains, even though the returned community is diverse, there are certain aspects of living in the U.S., being deported, and being separated from family members that allow returnees to connect in ways that outsiders cannot. While having this community does not remove the pain of separation for Ada and other interviewees, it does help many to feel less alone.	
Finding this community in Mexico shapes a lot of the returnees’ initial desires to do activist work. While some of the activists had activist experience in the U.S. and Mexico before they were deported, most did not consider themselves activists until they met people involved with ODA and similar organizations. Meeting other people with similar experiences helped them see “the bigger picture” that their individual experiences are situated in. Álvaro explains his feeling like this: “after I got deported, that's when everything started. And I found out how many people have the same problem as me, some even bigger than me.” On a similar note, Gabriel explained: “you start looking at everybody, and you're like, ‘okay, wow! My story is part of a million other stories and a million other conditions.’” 
Realizing these connections within the returned community feeds into the activists’ focus on collective action to bring about change. Collective action builds on those connections and invites the community to work together to bring about change on a broader scale. Carlos explained it like this:
Everything is connected, so you have to work on that. So, I think that activism is that. It’s like changing your community. You can't change the world, that's true, but at least your community, and try to live better in your community, and start to build that community around you so that you feel comfortable… That's a seed that you plant and round, and round, you know? So then for me it’s that kind of community, and that is activism for me.  ~ Carlos

María explained collective action in similar terms, going further to articulate why collective action is necessary in situations of systemic injustice:
Once [in the U.S.] I went to la marcha y lo que sea, pero todo en el nivel individual. And it wasn't until I got to Mexico that I realized qué era el trabajo colectivo. And I realized that the thing was... El sistema está so fucked up that I couldn't do it by myself. Que estaba chido que quisiera ser una abogada y toda la onda, pero, like, es como un granito de arena en todo el pinche mar de desigualdades, ¿no? Y what we really needed es, además de las acciones individuales, es acciones colectivas to ask for what we rightly deserve. ~ María[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Once [in the U.S.] I went to the march and all that, but everything on an individual level. And it wasn’t until I got to Mexico that I realized what collective work was. And I realized that the thing was... The system is so fucked up that I couldn't do it by myself. That it was cool that I wanted to be a lawyer and everything like that, but like, it’s like a grain of sand in the whole fucking sea of inequalities, right? Y what we really needed is, beyond individual actions, is collective actions to ask for what we rightly deserve.] 


With Carlos’s comments on working within one’s community to change it, and María’s goal of social justice through systemic change, the activists’ collective action work unites the returned community towards common goals. In this way, just as community building allows for collective action, collective action works to strengthen the community.

Changing Social Consciousness when the Government is not Trusted to Change Policy
Another aspect of the activists’ experiences that caused them to begin their activist work, and to form a community through that work, is negative experiences and outlooks on the U.S. and Mexican governments to change the system. In every interview, when I asked questions about what kind of policy changes the interviewees would like to see in the future — not what they think is politically feasible — each person expressed doubts that the government would change the system. Paco expressed his opinions at great length in his interview, summarized here:
All these political interests. They got such a tight grasp on it, that mobility. Human mobility, dude, is just so limited now and it's just gonna get more limited. I don't really ... I've been a pessimist for a really long time. And I've tried to be positive, dude, but for this? I don't know. There would have to be, I don't know, a lot of changes, bro. I don't know. And you can't have open border either. Like, you could, I mean, but that's not gonna happen. That's not gonna happen… I just don't see anything, not within the next ten years, twenty years. I don't know, dude. So me personally, bro, my way of family reunification. I don't see a family reunification for me. ~ Paco

Paco went on to give more specific ideas of how he would like to see the governments facilitate a system of freer transnational migration for families, which I analyze later in this chapter. Throughout his response, however, he expressed that he had no faith in the government to create those policies for decades to come, at the least.
Several activists in the focus group echoed Paco’s doubts that the government would change policies in the foreseeable future. Carlos took the most consistently critical perspective; his fondness for activism parallels his interest in anarchist perspectives on community and social justice. He explained his calling to organize with the returned community like this:
We need to change this bullshit cause the politicians get all the money. They don't care about the fucking people. And they're just like, you know, "I don't care about you. Just give me your vote, and I gonna give you a torta [sandwich] and refresco [soda] in elecciones [elections]” and that's it, you know? So, I was like, "fuck that! Fuck fucking politicians!" So, it's when I start to organize people on the streets, on the schools, wherever I went. ~ Carlos

Carlos’s perspective stands out a bit from the others, most of whom had more faith in the political process. At the same time, everyone who commented on the government maintained a critical perspective.
	This thinking that government officials do not have the capacity nor willingness to change policies has been a major avenue leading migrants to activism, especially at the community level. Ninel explains her feelings in this way:
Del gobierno lo sabemos que siempre ha sido que no hay apoyo, pero lo que a mí me llama la atención es como: ¿qué podemos hacer para empoderarnos y darle duro al activismo? Desde aquí de México e involucrarnos con gente allá que a la mejor no está muy familiarizada con eso. ~ Ninel[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Of the government we know that it has always been that there is not support, but what calls my attention is like: what can we do to empower ourselves and give force to activism? From here in Mexico and involve ourselves with people over there [in the U.S.] who are maybe not familiar with this.
] 


As Ninel puts it, the Mexican government does not provide satisfactory support for returned migrants, and this realization has led her to turn to others in the returned community. Instead of looking to the government to empower returned migrants, she articulates that it is up to the community to empower itself. From there, and in conversations with others in Mexico and the U.S., she believes it is possible to reach others and increase social awareness of family separation. While the government may not change policies themselves at this time, they are more likely to do so if public opinion on family separation becomes stronger. For now, then, this work of raising social consciousness is seen more as a mission of the activists, not as a hope for the government.

Changing Social Consciousness Through Greater Awareness and Appeals to Empathy

The largest barrier the activists spoke of in terms of changing social consciousness around family separation and return migration is a lack of accurate and consistent information on the issues. Several activists spoke about how President Trump and other politicians in the U.S. and Mexico spread misinformation about undocumented people and deportees. However, they also put blame on the media. María and some of the other activists who work most within ODA detailed experiences of camera crews from NBC, CNN, and other news outlets interviewing members of ODA about return migration, but not representing their stories how the interviewees intend. For example, the activists find it frustrating when the media only portrays deportees who fit the “Dreamer profile”: idyllic, straight-A students whose dreams were taken away through deportation. The activists find this narrative sensationalist, narrow, and harmful to people who fall outside of the narrative, who are then often stereotyped as “bad immigrants” and “criminals.” María explains her many experiences with reporters who focus on the Dreamer narrative like this:
tratan de capturar las historias de las personas que sobresalen con la narrativa del buen migrante y el mal migrante. Entonces tú eres tan chido y tan chida que me voy a enfocar en ti y es la paradoja, ¿no? Como de yo, Dreamer profile sí, mi mamá y mi papá, que me pagaron para tener un... ¿No? Que pagaron, que desembolsaron, que me alimentaron para poder tener el pinche Dreamer profile, ¿no? Entonces se invisibiliza totalmente, como, que tienes una familia, que gracias a esa familia eres la rockstar que dicen que eres... Así como de, "tu Dreamer profile, ¿qué sientes de haber... que te hayan exiliado de tu comunidad? Cuéntame tu triste historia." Pues… como de para entender realmente cómo me afectó, tienes que entender cómo afectó a mi familia. Pero nadie, nadie habla sobre la separación familiar. ~ María[footnoteRef:16] [16:  They try to capture the stories of people who stand out with the narrative of the good migrant and the bad migrant. So you're so cool and so cool that I'm going to focus on you and it's the paradox, right? Like me, Dreamer profile yes, my mom and dad, who paid me to have a ... No? That they paid, that they disbursed, that they fed me to be able to have the Dreamer profile click, no. Then it becomes completely invisible, like, that you have a family, that thanks to that family you are the rockstar that they say you are ... As well as, “your Dreamer profile, what do you feel about having ... that you have been exiled from your community? Tell me your sad story.” Well ... to really understand how it affected me, you have to understand how it affected my family. But nobody, nobody talks about family separation. 
] 


The media’s portrayal of deportees in Mexico creates a complicating dynamic. On the one hand, the activists’ goals are to bring attention to family separation, and media representation is one way to reach many people in both countries. At the same time, the media’s narrow representation of deportation can provoke stereotypes that harm migrants. For example, the “good immigrant” and “bad immigrant” binary that María explains often divides families. She explains that if it weren’t for the “bad immigrants” in her family, she would never have had the opportunities to succeed in school and become the “good immigrant” that the media portrays her as. Beyond portraying the issue in a limiting way, then, the media’s portrayal of the issues can worsen social stigma and keep families separated.  
	In light of the media’s frequently limited portrayal of family separation, many of the activists are beginning to change how they interact with the media. Álvaro explained how he thinks about interviews with the media in this way:
Las noticias, como dicen, ellos quieren vender y todo. Y nuestro trabajo cuando nos hacen entrevistas es decir, "¿sabes qué? Sí, esa pregunta no." Y desvías y das tú el contenido que realmente quieres que impacte. ~ Álvaro[footnoteRef:17] [17:  The news, as they say, they only want to sell and that’s it. And our work is when they do interviews with us, is to say “you know what? Yeah, not that question.” And you divert and you give the content that you really want to be impactful.] 


Other activists in the group shared Álvaro’s sentiments. Since the media, as María said, rarely asks about family separation through deportation, the activists make sure to connect all of their interview responses to their families. Not only are these sincere responses, but they ensure that the media has a harder time excluding narratives of separation. In this way, the activists hope to reach more people in the U.S. and Mexico who otherwise do not think about family separation.
	The activists believe that, beyond raising awareness of family separation through interviews with news outlets, they can raise social consciousness by speaking to people directly. Several spoke about this in terms of common humanity and empathy, with the belief that when people know the realities of return migration and family separation, they stop stigmatizing deportees and begin to look at family separation as a “big picture” issue that deserves more attention. Eva explained this in the Mexican context:
Ahí muchos dicen que cada mexicano tiene un familiar en Estados Unidos, it's true. Todos tienen uno, ¿no? But cuando lo pones como en perspectiva, como si en realidad saben en realidad qué se siente o eso it's different. O sea, tienen la información pero nosotros sabemos que los medios, they could be so alternative. Y por una parte dirán, “Yeah, they're criminals.” And people are gonna listen to that. In my case, my grandparents and stuff, when I came back, they thought like, “why did they come back? Yo pensé que allá ganaban bien and all that.”[footnoteRef:18] And once you tell them the truth, they start realizing that, “wow! This is a bigger issue than I expected. It has to do with the Mexican government, like, you guys don't get opportunities, you leave, or you come back because of the adversity that you're facing in the U.S.” So, they have the info because they, as I said, everybody has a family member in the U.S., but the information is the key. Like, you could be so full of information, but most of it could be irrelevant… It's not like the true picture. So, something like this right now, like talking from the perspective of the people that have been there, it helps a lot. ~ Eva [18:  Here many say that every Mexican has a relative in the United States, it’s true. Everyone has one, right? But when you put it like in perspective… I mean, they have the information but we know that the media, it can be so alternative. And on the one hand they say “Yeah, they're criminals.” And people are gonna listen to that. In my case, my grandparents and stuff, when I came back, they thought like, “why did they come back? I thought that you made a lot of money there and all that.”] 


Although it may seem that having family in the U.S. increases one’s awareness of the migration, deportation, and separation processes, this is clearly not always the case. In asking “why did you come back?” Eva’s family in Mexico displayed that they were not aware of the complexities of deportation. Even though “everyone has a family member in the U.S.,” the limited and narrow representation that these issues receive feeds into misinformation and ignorance. Through conversations with her family, then, Eva was able to raise their awareness by explaining some of the difficulties she has experienced.
	Several of the activists spoke about empathy when articulating their ideas. By raising awareness through conversations, like Eva mentioned, and through news interviews, like María and Álvaro mentioned, the activists believe that more people will care about family separation because they will have empathy for people affected by separation. Álvaro went on to articulate this point like this:
We can change the way Mexicans think, I mean, society thinks. And if people from other races or with no problems with immigration get close to us and help us out, that's because they understand the situation. You know, they kinda... ¿Cómo se dice...? ¿Empatía? Empathy. They all have families, and they all could relate to how it could feel to be separated from your child.

When people try to imagine themselves in the activists’ positions — “what if I could never see my kids, parents, partners, no matter how bad I want to” — they empathize more with families that have been separated. In that way, although it may be a slow process, the activists believe that they can fundamentally change social consciousness on the issue.




Chapter 6
Toward Structural Changes that End Family Separation and Reunite Separated Families 
	This research has addressed several aspects of family separation that frame the public policy discussion. Chapter 1 placed the issue within its historical context, highlighting several ways in which the U.S. has separated Mexican migrant families. Chapter 3 unpacked family as a complex structure that oftentimes goes beyond one’s blood relatives to encompass larger networks and communities, which are oftentimes not legally considered to be family. Chapter 4 analyzed some of the many ways separation occurs, focusing on how separation affects familial relationships and inflicts severe emotional and psychological trauma, mental health complications, and financial burden on family members. Chapter 5 examined some activists’ frameworks on how to build community-based collective action efforts to raise social consciousness around family separation in the U.S. and Mexico. This chapter builds on all the previous chapters to construct public policy ideas that change this system of family separation. 
	Thus far, this research has focused on U.S.-specific policies regarding immigration. Immigration policies such as the INA and IIRIRA, and DHS programs such as Secure Communities, strongly affect if and how migrants are separated from their families in the U.S. However, national policies alone cannot address the complexities of these family separations because they exist on a transnational basis. Therefore, while changing national policies is important, creating broader policies that transcend borders can better guarantee the human rights of all people affected by family separation. 
Historically, public policymaking and policy analysis have been dominated by the nation-state, with little attention given to transnational and global policy frameworks (Stone, 2008). However, there are increasingly widespread examples of transnational policy networks, such as the European Union and the North American Free Trade Agreement. This chapter examines national and transnational policy reform specifically through the lens of the furthest-reaching case of transnational policy that exists today: the international human rights regime. Instead of building transnational policy from scratch, international human rights law already offers a blueprint of what human rights-based migration policy could look like on a transnational level. Therefore, before considering policy ideas, I examine how the international human rights regime frames the larger policy discussion.

International Human Rights Law as Transnational Policy
International human rights law is widely considered to have its foundation in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). Introduced during the first United Nations (U.N.) General Assembly session, the UDHR was fully drafted and adopted in 1948 (Hannum, 1998). In 30 Articles, the UDHR codifies many basic human rights, which ratifying states commit to uphold within their national territories (Hannum, 1998). While nations are tasked specifically with promoting the human rights of people within their borders, the same human rights apply to all people regardless of the “political, jurisdictional or international status of the country or territory to which a person belongs” (UDHR 1948). 
Although the UDHR serves as the foundation of international human rights law, the document itself is not legally binding. States that ratify the UDHR pledge to uphold the human rights standards it outlines, but they are not legally obligated to do so (Hannum, 1998). However, the U.N. has adopted other human rights treaties since 1948 using the UDHR as source material (Hannum, 1995). Officially, the U.N. has classified nine treaties as legally binding human rights “instruments.” Of the nine, the broadest instruments are the International Convention on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the International Convention on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) (Hannum, 1995). There are also human rights instruments aimed at eliminating all forms of racial and gender discrimination, torture, and forced disappearances, and others that specifically codify the human rights of children, people with disabilities, and migrant workers. Table 4 lists each of the nine human rights instruments.
Table 4: Human Rights Instruments and Treaty Bodies
	Human Rights Instruments
	Year Ratified
	Human Rights Treaty Bodies

	International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD)

	1965
	Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD)


	International Convention on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR)
	1966
	Human Rights Committee (HRC)


	International Convention on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR)
	1966
	Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (CESCR)


	Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW)
	1979
	Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW)


	Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhumane or Degrading Treatment and Punishment (CAT)
	1984
	Committee Against Torture (CAT)


	Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC)
	1989
	Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC)


	International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families (ICMW)
	1990
	Committee on Migrant Workers (CMW)


	Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD)
	2006
	Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD)


	International Convention for the Protection of All Persons From Enforced Disappearances (CPED)
	2006
	Committee on Enforced Disappearances (CED)




	The human rights outlined in the nine instruments are enforced by treaty bodies. Each treaty body is comprised of independent human rights experts who are elected to serve on the bodies for four-year terms (O’Flaherty, 2002). Each of these bodies investigates nations’ records on upholding the rights guarantees they have ratified. Usually, a treaty body prepares an initial report one to two years after a state has ratified an instrument (Peters, 2012). After that, it often completes a follow-up report every two to five years on the country. In these reports, the treaty body writes about a given nation’s record on upholding the rights in the instrument they are a body to. From there, it offers recommendations for how nations can further ensure that they are respecting human rights (Peters, 2012). These reports are made public on the U.N. website, so anyone can trace nations’ human rights records.
	Beyond the treaty bodies, there are other bodies under the U.N. that work to hold states accountable for upholding human rights and intervene when it is deemed necessary. The U.N. Security Council, one of the main bodies of the U.N., is tasked with investigating international disputes and promoting peaceful resolutions when human rights are violated (Boon, 2010). While the Security Council recommends peaceful solutions, it has great power to interfere in international disputes through military action, economic sanctions, and other measures when a state is noncompliant in the Security Council’s recommendations (Boon, 2010). 

Limitations of International Human Rights Law in Creating Transnational Policy
International human rights law provides an extensive framework of human rights, enforcement bodies, and how transnational policy has worked at the U.N. since 1945. However, there are three main limitations to human rights law as it exists today. 
	The first limitation is that, even with treaty bodies constantly investigating nations on their commitments to uphold rights, the U.N. often struggles to enforce legally binding human rights commitments (Egan, 2005). The treaty bodies require nations to submit information about their human rights records, and to respond to the bodies’ final status reports. However, nations frequently commit to improving their human rights records on paper without making any policy changes designed to better uphold rights (Egan, 2005). 
	The lack of strong enforcement power on the international level is clear in the context of family separation in the U.S., particularly under the Trump administration’s zero tolerance policy. Among other human rights instruments, this policy violates the Convention Against Torture (CAT). CAT defines torture as an intentional act carried out by a government official to inflict severe mental or physical pain or suffering for the specific purpose of punishment, coercion, intimidation, or discrimination (CAT, 1987; Amnesty International, 2018). Under zero tolerance, state officials deliberately separate families for the stated purpose of “deterrence” — which could easily fit within the categories of coercion or intimidation (Amnesty International, 2018). Further, in 2017 the CAT treaty body issued a statement on how nations and international bodies should interpret non-refoulement, the universal principle that asylum seekers and refugees must not be expelled to a country where there are substantial grounds that they would be tortured. The statement is as follows:
States parties should not adopt dissuasive measures or policies, such as detention in poor conditions for indefinite periods, refusing to process claims for asylum or prolonging them unduly, or cutting funds for assistance programmes for asylum seekers, which would compel persons in need of protection under article 3 of the Convention to return to their country of origin in spite of their personal risk of being subjected to torture or other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment there.

Under the zero tolerance policy, asylum seekers are often forced to remain in detention centers for months while their asylum claims are processed, even if they are eligible to be released on bond or parole during the process. Not only have Trump administration officials stated that family separation is a deterrence policy, but many asylum seekers with credible fears of persecution have forgone their claims under zero tolerance so that they will be reunited with their families, even though they will be deported (Amnesty International, 2018). While the CAT treaty body may classify family separation, at least in some forms, as torture, it has yet to hold the U.S. accountable for upholding its international rights commitments.  
The second limitation of the international human rights regimes is the disproportionate amount of power the regime affords to certain states. For example, the Security Council is made up of 15 members, of which five are permanent members and ten are elected to serve two-year terms on the Council. The five permanent members are the U.S., United Kingdom, China, France, and Russia. In addition to serving as permanent members, each of these five has veto power on any Security Council decision. In other words, if 14 of the members agree to invoke economic sanctions on a country that is violating human rights, and one of the five states disagrees, that state can prevent the Security Council from carrying out the sanctions. A clear implication of this in practice is that the Security Council will not impose sanctions, peacekeeping military forces, or any other international interference on any of these five countries, because they would almost certainly veto the Council’s decision to do so. While the power dynamics in the Security Council are a glaring example, countries in the Global North wield disproportionate power in other U.N. bodies as well. 
	Third, and pertaining most specifically to family separation, the international human right regime remains fairly undeveloped in terms of migrants’ and families’ rights. Beyond the basic human rights documents that apply to all people, the only major migrants’ rights documents are: the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families (ICRMW), the 1951 UN Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, and the 1967 Protocol on the Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees. As the names of these conventions suggest, they apply specifically to migrant workers and to refugees and asylum seekers, just two subcategories of the many Mexican migrants who are separated from their families. 
	For the human rights documents that do exist for migrants, the U.N. faces the previously mentioned difficulty of enforcing these standards. The ICRMW, 1951 Refugee Convention, and 1967 Refugee Protocol are considered legally binding, but only the ICRMW has a treaty body tasked with enforcing its standards. And, because these documents only codify the human rights of migrants who are documented workers, asylum seekers, and refugees, they exclude the returnees who participated in this research – and the millions of others who are separated from their families through deportation.
	The rights of families also remain relatively undeveloped in international human rights law. The U.N. has historically focused on the rights of individuals. One of the challenges in developing family rights law is that it is difficult to reach consensus on how family ought to be defined. While the general international consensus is that family serves as the foundational unit of society, cultural differences make it difficult to define the family unit and develop rights specifically pertaining to it (Human Rights Council, 2016). Because family is not clearly defined in international law, there are no human rights instruments dedicated to codifying the rights of the family. The Human Rights Council and other international bodies speak to family rights through other established rights dialogues — the rights of women and children to be treated as equals to other family members, for example — but they do not address what rights the family unit has. 
	The lack of developed human rights standards for families is one of the greatest challenges for enforcing family separation as a violation of international law. Family separation violates other legally binding human rights instruments regardless, but oftentimes indirectly. For example, separation is most often viewed as violating the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC). However, because the language pertaining to family remains so limited and vague in international documents, it is harder to hold states accountable for upholding rights that, accordingly, are unclear. Further, especially because there is no family rights instrument, there is no international enforcement body to hold states accountable for upholding these rights.
	Because of these limitations in enforcing the standards of international human rights law, both the U.S. and Mexico have extensive records of violating human rights within their borders. Both countries have committed to uphold the rights outlined in the UDHR. However, although Article 3 of the UDHR guarantees one’s right to life, many migrants have died in DHS custody due to treatable illnesses and detention officials’ negligence (UDHR 1948; Rappleye & Seville 2019). Article 11 states that all people charged with a penal offence have the right to a public trial and “all the guarantees necessary for [their] defense” but undocumented migrants in the U.S. are not provided with legal representation in court (UDHR 1948; Slack et al. 2015). Article 14 states that “everyone has the right to seek and to enjoy in other countries asylum from persecution,” but the Trump administration’s zero tolerance policy explicitly aims to deter migrant families from seeking asylum in the U.S. (UDHR 1948; Sessions 2018). Article 13 states that “everyone has the right to leave any country, including his own, and to return to his country” but the migrants in this research are barred from entering the U.S. to reunite with their families (UDHR 1948). Article 16 states that “the family is the natural and fundamental group unit of society and is entitled to protection by society and the State” but when the U.S. separates families, it strips those families of the protection they are guaranteed (UDHR 1948). The U.S. also violates many provisions of the ICCPR, ICESCR, and other human right instruments it is legally obligated to uphold when it separates families.


Toward Concrete Policy Solutions that End Family Separation and Reunite Families
Through its strengths and limitations, international human rights law provides a basis on which to build more concrete and enforceable transnational policy that addresses family separation and reunification in the U.S. and Mexico. In thinking about concrete policy ideas at the national and international levels, three broad policy categories can approach family separation. First, policies can put a stop to family separation as a practice in the U.S. (and other countries, through transnational policy); second, policies can create opportunities for separated families to reunite on a transnational basis. Third, policies can hold states accountable for family separation by having states investigate the truth about their past and address the victims of human rights violations. For each category, I recommend transnational policies, followed by national policies focused on changing the U.S. immigration system.

Ending Forced Family Separation as a Practice in the U.S.
	Transnational policy can end forced family separation by further developing the human rights of migrants and families. As mentioned in the previous section of this chapter, the rights of migrants and families are not clearly codified in international rights documents. Creating specific human rights instruments for both groups is an important first step in strengthening current transnational human rights law. Between these two groups, codifying the rights of families most adequately addresses family separation as a general practice, since many countries have histories of systematically separating non-migrant family members within their borders. 
Codifying the rights of families requires a more solid definition of the family unit. As discussed in Chapter 3, defining family is a difficult task, and the international bodies discussed in this chapter have hesitated to do so (Human Rights Council, 2016). For many of the migrants who participated in this research, family includes unmarried partners, unrelated children, and close friends. Family could be defined in endlessly broad terms, and the analysis in Chapter 3 suggests that the broadest definition would be the most inclusive. At the same time, defining family in very broad terms could weaken the ability of international bodies to enforce family rights law. After all, if individuals gain more rights when they are part of a family unit, what might stop any group of people from claiming to be a family – and how might a regulatory body assess these claims? The goal of this research is not to create a working definition of family for policy. This research does suggest, however, that international standards of family could best protect the rights of all families by looking beyond normative and narrow definitions.
Once international bodies have a working definition of family, they can create what I coin the Convention on the Rights of the Family (CRF). Like many human rights instruments, the CRF would build on ideas in the UDHR, ICCPR, CRC, and other existing instruments to codify family rights. Many of these instruments include articles relating to the rights of women, although these rights are represented in vague terms (UDHR, 1948, ICCPR, 1966). The CRF could develop the existing language to make it more specific, guaranteeing the right for families to be together and prohibiting states from separating them.
Sound transnational family rights policy, beyond codifying these rights, must make them enforceable. This requires looking beyond the current model of treaty bodies. After all, forced family separation violates several human rights instruments, such as the CRC, CAT, and ICCPR, but none of these instruments’ treaty bodies have stopped the U.S. from separating families. Therefore, while creating the CRF and a treaty body can lay a stronger foundation for family rights, the U.N. should strengthen the treaty bodies’ capacities to enforce the human rights instruments. As a starting point, the U.N. could use the Security Council and Human Rights Council as models for what specific powers to provide for the treaty bodies.
	In addition to (or regardless of) adopting new transnational policy, the U.S. should alter its national policy to end family separation. To begin, the U.S. can stop one major type of family separation by ending the Trump administration’s zero tolerance policy. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, zero tolerance violates CAT and other human rights instruments to which the U.S. is obligated to adhere. It also violates the Flores Settlement Agreement which, as discussed in Chapter 1, requires detained children to have communication opportunities with their parents. Family separation violates federal judges’ orders to reunite the families that have been separated, as DHS and DOJ created no reunification strategy when they began separating families (Southern Poverty Law Center, 2019). It causes emotional and psychological trauma for separated individuals (Rojas-Flores et al., 2017; Letiecq et al., 2014). It costs millions of dollars of tax revenue each year to detain family members who qualify, but are denied, to be released on bond or parole while they process their immigration cases (Gundavaram, 2019). And, because this policy is so new, there are already recently-utilized standards by which DHS processes asylum seekers and other migrants entering the U.S., which the agency could revert to using. Of these standards, several include: not criminally prosecuting all migrants who enter the U.S. without authorization; keeping family units together instead of detaining family members in different facilities; and offering family units bond or parole so that they are not detained while their immigration cases are processed.
In addition to ending zero tolerance, broader immigration policy changes could prevent families from being separated through deportation. The most impactful policy to change, because it is directly responsible for exposing people to deportation in the U.S. today, is IIRIRA. Some immigrants’ rights activists argue that the U.S. should abolish IIRIRA completely and start from scratch with an immigration policy rooted in human rights. Even if the U.S. does not fully replace the law, it must abolish several aspects of IIRIRA if it wishes to end family separation through deportation. The most important part to remove is the list of aggravated felonies that make immigrants deportable. Recall from Chapter 1 that IIRIRA extended the list of aggravated felonies to include over 30 specific offenses, as well as any charge that would carry a one year or longer sentence for a citizen. Under IIRIRA, all noncitizens charged with an aggravated felony are susceptible to deportation. They also are not guaranteed a formal hearing with an Immigration Judge in which to plead their case. Instead, they are deported through an expedited process. Immigrants convicted of an aggravated felony are ineligible for asylum, cancellation of removal (even if the person’s deportation would cause “exceptional and extremely unusual hardship” for U.S. citizen family members), voluntary departure, and many opportunities to return to the U.S. after deportation (Kerwin, 2019). Aggravated felonies only apply to immigrants; citizens face a much more forgiving judicial process (Lopez, 2017). By abolishing aggravated felonies, and instead treating all immigrants and citizens as equal before the law, the U.S. can keep more families together by preventing the expedited deportation of family members.
The U.S. should also abolish the bars on reentry for people deported or forced to return to Mexico. Aggravated felony convictions exacerbate the length of the bar immigrants are given, but all undocumented people who stay in the U.S. between six months and one year have an automatic three-year bar, and all who stay in the U.S. for more than one year have an automatic ten-year bar (Lopez, 2017). The lengths of the bars are arbitrary and prolong the separation of families affected by deportation. Abolishing the bars would increase deported migrants’ transnational mobility, enabling them to apply for visas to re-enter the U.S. to visit family.

Reuniting Families that the U.S. Has Separated 
	Transnational policy changes to end family separation can also serve as a foundation for transnational family reunification. My proposed CRF, its treaty body, and the Human Rights Commission could lay out basic international standards for family reunification. For example, the CRF could outline a timeframe in which separated families must be reunited, and its treaty body could hold states accountable for reuniting families within this time. However, because each system of family separation is unique, so is each process of reunification. Spain’s legacy of family separation during the Franco dictatorship, for example, differs in process and scope from the U.S.’s family separation practices. Therefore, transnational reunification policy needs to be tailored to specific transnational systems of separation.
	To craft transnational reunification policy for family separations in the U.S. and Mexico, the U.N. could facilitate binational dialogue between these countries such that they reach an agreement for transnational reunification. When asked about policy changes she would like to see, Eva hinted at such a binational agreement: 
I think the Mexican government has to have agreements [with the U.S. government] ... children should be returned to their mothers... You don't lose your rights because of your immigration status. ~ Eva

Without strong international guidance, the U.S. would likely leverage its disproportionate geopolitical power to avoid reuniting families. The U.N. body overseeing these binational dialogues could serve as a mediator such that this power imbalance does not dictate the agreements the countries reach. Above all, the international community’s participation in this binational dialogue would ensure that the agreement upholds the rights of families in accordance with the CRF and the standard international reunification standards outlined by the CRF’s treaty body.
	Regardless of these changes in transnational policy, the U.S. can change national policy to reunite families by increasing deportees’ transnational mobility. The greatest barriers to family reunification for deportees are the bars on reentry created through IIRIRA. Of the 12 interviewees in this research, ten were deported and given a bar on reentry. Most have bars of at least ten years, and some have a lifetime ban (the standard for people who are deported two or more times). The U.S. could facilitate family reunification by abolishing IIRIRA’s bars on reentry. This would allow deportees to apply for visas to enter the U.S. and visit their families.
	 In thinking about opportunities for deportees to visit family in the U.S., it is important to consider the differences between short-term visits and long-term reunifications. In his interview, Paco explained his thoughts on the difference between what he has experienced — family “reunions/reencounters” — and “reunification.” Several years after he was deported, Paco participated in a “reunification” opportunity at the U.S.-Mexico border called Hugs Not Walls with his mom and brother, and he described the experience like this:
It's just like a family reunification... not reunification, it's just like... It's just three minutes, you know? You just have fucking three minutes to... To say all the things you wanna say, like... To touch them. And it's fucking horrible too and my mom wanted to do it too, dude. Fucking hated it, fucking hated it. That's not fucking reunificación [reunification], you know? Es un reencuentro [It’s a reencounter/reunion], bro. There's a difference between reunification and reencuentro [reencounter/reunion]. And you know what, dude? This makes me such an asshole because I was just thinking about that the other day, how I fucking hated that moment, and then my brother sends me a picture, like, last week, dude. Like, a picture of me, dude, with this huge ass smile on my face, and, like... My brother was telling me how those have been like the best three moments of his life, dude. 

As a deportee with a ten-year bar on reentry, Paco does not have the transnational mobility to travel to the U.S. with any type of visa, so his only chances to see his family come through short-term visits like Hugs Not Walls. Even if the bars were eliminated and he could apply for a visa, most available visas only facilitate temporary visits. Some returnees involved in ODA who were de facto deported — not processed by ICE, but returned due to the deportation of family members or other factors beyond their control — have been granted nonimmigrant visas to visit the U.S., such as tourist visas. These visas prohibit one from working or staying long-term in the U.S., effectively prohibiting long-term reunification. 
While eliminating the bars on reentry and allowing deportees to apply for visas to visit their family may facilitate reunions, as Paco defines them, these policy changes alone will not facilitate long-term family reunification. Fortunately, the U.S. already has a family reunification visa policy that it could expand to reunite forcefully separated families. USCIS gives approximately two thirds of its visas each year to foreign relatives that LPRs and U.S. citizens sponsor to immigrate to the U.S. (USCIS, 2013). Expanding this system could allow transnationally separated families to reunite the same way. 
The process of sponsoring relatives is complex and varies depending on one’s legal status, age, and the relatives they wish to sponsor. For example, U.S. citizens can always sponsor spouses and children, but they must be 21 years of age to sponsor parents and siblings (USCIS, 2013). Once the citizen completes immigration form I-130, spouses, parents, and unmarried children under the age of 21 immediately qualify for a visa with which they can enter the U.S. and adjust their status to become an LPR (USCIS, 2013). Siblings and married children must wait until more visas become available, and this varies by country of origin. Citizens cannot petition for the relatives of their family members, but once their family members can enter the U.S. and adjust their own status, they can petition for those relatives themselves (USCIS, 2013). There are other restrictions and visa priorities given to the relatives of LPRs. 
As it exists now, the family reunification program does not allow the vast majority of deportees to reunite with their families in the U.S. for two reasons. First, it does not offer visas for people with bars on reentry. Second, it defines familial relationships narrowly. Abolishing IIRIRA’s bars on reentry eliminates the first issue. Extending the definition of family requires more thought.
As discussed earlier in this chapter, and more extensively in Chapter 3, family is often not limited to migrants’ immediate relatives. The family reunification visa system in the U.S., then, offers many migrants only partial family reunification. Nearly all migrants who participated in this research have some immediate family that could sponsor their visa. However, this is not the case for many migrants who have strong familial ties in the U.S. Carlos, as explained in Chapter 3, does not have legal family in the U.S., but has strong familial relationships with many people there. As the law exists now, these family members cannot sponsor him for reunification. The same is true for migrants with long-term citizen or LPR partners to whom they are not married (USCIS, 2013). Historically, this has affected many LGBTQ+ migrants whose relationships with their partners have not been legally recognized, as many never had the right to marry while they lived in the U.S. Other familial relationships that do not qualify under USCIS’s standards include those between parents and non-biological children, grandchildren and grandparents, and cousins (USCIS, 2013).
The U.S. could reform permanent family reunification visa policies by expanding the parameters of the family members that can sponsor relatives. Given the difficulty of defining family, it may be most feasible to create protocols for non-normative familial relationships and determine family relationships on a case-by-case basis. For example, family members who are not related by blood or marriage might show evidence of their relationship to immigration officers through photos, text messages, or other situational proof. While this would require more detailed procedures outlining the discrepancy of immigration officials, it could be modeled after existing legal metrics, such as those used to assess marriage claims.
	
Seeking the Truth and Holding States Accountable for Family Separation
Transnational and national policy changes can end family separation and reunite families, but these policies do not address the emotional and psychological trauma, mental health complications, financial burdens, cultural isolation, and other consequences that often develop through separation. Keeping in mind that there are often permanent consequences of separation, this section looks to policies that can address the U.S.’s history of separating families and hold it responsible for addressing the family members it has separated.
Dozens of governments around the world have worked to address systematic human rights violations of the past by establishing truth and reconciliation commissions in their countries. Truth commissions specifically are tasked with investigating and reporting past government human rights violations, and they are typically used as a way for governments to formally admit wrongdoing and apologize to victims of rights abuses (Rushton, 2006). In 1983, the democratically-elected Argentine president established a truth commission focused on the disappearances and other rights violations of political leftists during the dictatorship in the 1970s and 1980s (Grandin, 2005). In 1995, South Africa established a truth commission to discover and report on human rights violations during Apartheid (Van Zyl, 1999). In 1999, Rwanda’s government established a truth commission to report on the Rwandan genocide of 1994 (Graybill, 2001). From Canada to Nepal to El Salvador, the list of countries that have had truth commissions goes on. The U.S., however, is not on that list.
The U.S. should create a truth commission on family separation as a systematic human rights violation. Of the several ways in which the U.S. has separated families, the clearest case for a truth commission lies in the Trump administration’s zero tolerance policy because it most clearly violates current international human rights law. Many countries, such as Australia, have established truth commissions focused on family separation, and the U.S. could use these past cases to create its own commission tailored to the U.S. context.
While it may be more difficult to design a truth commission for family separation through deportation, this would not be the case if the international human rights regime adopts the transnational policy recommendations I have laid out above. Particularly with a legally obligatory and enforceable human rights instrument that codifies the rights of families — the CRF, discussed above — the U.S. could examine its history of systematic family separation through the lens of family rights. This truth commission could clarify the U.S.’s record on family separation and give the U.S. an official platform to apologize for its past human rights violations.
The investigative process of truth commissions can be cathartic for many victims, but the process of truth seeking alone is often insufficient by historical international standards. Truth commissions usually conclude with action items that states can take to remedy the rights violations they have committed, keeping in mind that some remnants of the past, such as emotional trauma, never leave the victims. The U.S. truth commission should recommend policies that increase transnational mobility for victims of separation, such as those mentioned in the previous section. It should also recommend the broadly internationally-supported practice of providing reparations for victims (Pritchard, 1998). The truth commissions in Chile, Argentina, El Salvador, Canada, and Australia, among dozens of others, have included reparations as one of the state’s responsibilities in confronting its history and working towards transitional justice (Pritchard, 1998; Rushton, 2006; Stanton, 2011; Heilman, 2018). Of these countries, Chile, Argentina, El Salvador have successfully implemented reparations policies (Rushton, 2006). Therefore, the U.S. could look to the existing examples of truth commissions and reparations policy to craft its own program.
	Once again, a truth commission, increased transnational mobility, and reparations for victims will not erase the past or remove the long-term suffering that family separation usually brings. Within the bounds of historical precedence, however, these policies would likely go furthest in having the U.S. admit to its past human rights violations and committing to uphold family rights in the future. 










Conclusion
The U.S. has an extensive record of separating Mexican-U.S. migrant families through deportation, especially over the last 25 years. This research discusses narratives of people who have been separated from their families through deportation or forced return to specifically highlight ways that separation impacts familial relationships. The migrants who participated in this research spoke about several overlapping themes relating to family, relationships, and aspects of family separation that affect familial relationships.
The first overarching theme from the narratives was that there are many ways to think about family. For most of the interviewees, family can be a broad and dynamic community of people that oftentimes goes beyond biological relationships to encompass friends and other larger communities. Several interviewees, for example, have unmarried long-term partners whom they consider to be family. Even more consider some friends to be family. While these relationships may not be legally recognized as familial in the U.S. and Mexico, many interviewees spoke about relationships with non-normative relatives that were at least as strong as their relationships with biological relatives. This framework of family challenges conventional, oftentimes narrow definitions. While this research does not propose a new definition of family, it does suggest that a useful way of conceiving of family is in approaching it not as something that always exists on its own, but something that is created through mutually committed relationships.  
	The interviewees spoke about their familial relationships specifically in the contexts of mutual support and shared experiences that allow family members to grow together. Support is understood broadly. For example, the physical support of taking care of a sick relative, the emotional support of processing a traumatic experience, and the financial support a parent might provide for a child are all aspects of support that define familial relationships and influence their strength. The aspect of shared experiences is intricately related to support, but it oftentimes manifests most in physical experiences, from teaching a younger sibling how to change a tire to working with one’s partner to raise a child. 
	The physical separation created by deportation inhibits family members’ abilities to fulfill their familial roles of support and to share experiences with their relatives. The interviewees explained how being in Mexico has made it impossible to support their U.S.-based relatives in many ways. For example, many interviewees expressed difficulty in financially supporting their children and partners in the U.S. Others spoke about not being able to hug their relatives, speak to them at length every day, and accompany them in their daily activities. Many expressed feelings of hopelessness and uselessness because the physical separation makes it impossible to perform certain basic familial functions that only physical closeness permits.
	Through the difficulties that separation poses for returned migrants to support and share experiences with their relatives, every interviewee expressed that their familial relationships since separation have fundamentally changed, many said that their relationships have stagnated, and even more said that they are no longer as strong as they once were.
	Many returnees in Mexico have been separated from their families have turned to do activist work around the issue of family separation. The activists that I spoke with in this research are in incipient stages of their activism, and most of their current objectives lie in shorter-term actions than longer-term systemic change. The activists in this research highlighted two goals of their work: building community among the returned community in Mexico, and raising social consciousness around family separation in the U.S. and Mexico. In many ways, these activists have developed relationships with other returned migrants with a foundation of support, and in that sense, incipient migrants’ rights activism in Mexico City can be viewed as a family-building exercise. 
In thinking about longer-term policy changes, transnational policy frameworks can best address family separation in this case because the families in this research are separated on a transnational basis. Accordingly, international human rights law can serve as a foundation on which to craft transnational policies that end family separation, reunite families, and have the U.S. come to terms with its past of human rights violations. Using the strengths of human rights law and building on its weaknesses, international bodies can strengthen its policies around families’ human rights.
At the national level, the U.S. can end family separation by eliminating aggravated felonies from immigration law and striking other stipulations of IIRIRA that make more people deportable than previous U.S. immigration laws. The U.S. can reunite families by removing the bars on reentry in IIRIRA that prohibit deported migrants from reuniting with their families in the U.S. for at least three, and often over ten, years after deportation. It can also expand the current family reunification visa system to include visa opportunities for forcefully separated families and to broaden USCIS’s definitions of family to allow for less normative family members to reunite. 
	This research discusses family separation using narratives of a relatively small sample of migrants in Mexico City. This sample was not random, and the trends in their narratives are not necessarily generalizable to other migrants’ experiences with separation through deportation. Although these findings do not definitively explain how separation impacts familial relationships, these narratives provide a powerful and insightful glimpse into some of the many ways in which separation can impact relationships.  

Appendix A
Description of project, and informed consent form, for interviewees (English, followed by Spanish)

INTRODUCTION TO PROJECT
The main question of this project is: How does family separation affect familial relationships between separated family members, and how are separated family members able to maintain (or not maintain) significant relationships with those they are separated from?  

When most people talk about family separation today, they think about Donald Trump’s separation policies. While his administration has separated thousands of families, this is nothing new. Presidents Obama, Bush, and Clinton pulled apart thousands of families, and many have been separated for years or even decades now. This project aims to address the broader phenomenon of family separation by highlighting the perspectives of deportees and returnees who have lived through it. 

This project is centered around the experiences of people, like you, affected by the immigration policies that separate families. That’s why I’m working with ODA, and why I would be so thankful if you joined this work. You can join by having a recorded conversation (approximately one hour) with me about your experiences in the US and Mexico, deportation and separation, your family, and your ideas for a future of reunification and freer mobility. I will not force you to answer questions, and I will keep your identity protected at all times. If you join this work, I will do my best to put your experiences at the center of the project. And, I will provide financial compensation for your time and willingness to help out.


SIGNED INFORMED CONSENT (BEGINNING OF INTERVIEW)
Hello, my name is Tyler, and I’m a student at Duke University. I’m working on a project focused on family separation. Specifically, I’m interested in how separation affects family members’ relationships, and how separated families maintain (or don’t maintain) meaningful relationships after separation. I believe that, to do this work best, it is necessary to focus on the valuable perspectives of people like you, who understand what it is like to try to maintain family relationships after separation. My hope is that, through this work, we can advocate to change public policies that affect separated families.
 
I value your perspective, and would appreciate if you would have a conversation with me about your experiences with separation. I expect our conversation will last for about 45 minutes to one hour. With your permission, I would like to audio-record and transcribe our conversation. I will not record your name, nor will I use your real name in this project for any reason. You may use the names of your relatives or others if you’d like, but I will keep your identity confidential and protected at all times. You are not obligated to answer every question I ask if you would prefer not to. If you would like to pause or stop the conversation early for any reason, you may. If you have any questions about this project you are welcome to contact my advisor Prof. Liliana Paredes (lparedes@duke.edu).

By signing here, you consent to having this conversation.
________________________________________
(participant’s signature)
 
Additionally, I would like to offer you financial compensation for your time and willingness to share your experiences.


INTRODUCCION AL PROYECTO
La primera pregunta de este proyecto es: ¿cómo la separación familiar afecta las relaciones familiares entre familiares separados, y cómo pueden mantener (o no mantener) relaciones significativas con los son separados?

Cuando muchos hablan de la separación familiar actualmente, hablan de las políticas de Donald Trump. Aunque su administración sí ha separado a miles de familias, ya sabemos que estas separaciones no empezaron con él. A los presidentes Obama, Bush, y Clinton separaron miles de familias, y por lo tanto muchas han sido separadas por años o incluso por décadas. Este proyecto intenta abordar la separación familiar enfocándose en las perspectivas de deportados y retornado que la han experimentado.

Este proyecto está centrado en las experiencias de personas, como tú, que han sido afectados por las políticas migratorias que separan familias. Por esta razón trabajo con ODA. Estaría muy gracioso si juntes con este trabajo por tener una conversación recordada (aproximadamente una hora) conmigo sobre tus experiencias en los EEUU y en México, la deportación y la separación, tu familia, y tus ideas por un futuro de reunificación y una movilidad más libre. En esta conversación, no te forzaría a proveer respuestas, no pienso grabar tu nombre, y tampoco lo usaría en este proyecto por ninguna razón. Si nos juntes en este trabajo, intentaré lo mejor que pueda poner tus experiencias al centro del proyecto. Además, te daré compensación económica por tu tiempo y disposición de ayudar.


CONSENTIMIENTO INFORMADO FIRMADO (AL PRINCIPIO DE LA ENTREVISTA)
Hola, mi nombre es Tyler, y soy estudiante en Duke University. Estoy trabajando en un proyecto enfocado en la separación familiar. Específicamente, me interesa cómo la separación de las familias afecta las relaciones familiares y cómo las familias logran o no sostener relaciones (significativas) después de una separación. Perspectivas, como las suyas, de migrantes retornados que han vivido esta separación, son cruciales para este trabajo de investigación. Espero que, por medio de este trabajo, podamos advocar a cambiar las políticas públicas que afectan a las familias separadas.
 
Respeto y valoro su perspectiva, y le agradecería mucho si me dejara tener una conversación con usted. Me imagino que nuestra conversación durará unos 45 minutos a una hora. Con su permiso, me gustaría grabar y transcribir nuestra conversación. No pienso grabar su nombre, y tampoco lo usaría en este proyecto por ninguna razón. Puede hablar de sus familiares y otros que conoce usando sus nombres si quiere, pero mantendré su identidad protegida y confidencialmente en todo momento. No está obligado/a contestar todas las preguntas que tengo si no lo desea. Si le deseara tomar un descanso, podemos parar la conversación. Así mismo si deseara dejar de tener la conversación, usted es libre de hacerlo en cualquier momento de la entrevista. Si tuviera alguna pregunta o comentario respecto a esta investigación o al proceso de recoger datos, puede contactar a mi directora de tesis, la profesora Liliana Paredes (lparedes@duke.edu).
 
Al firmar aquí, da su consentimiento de tener esta conversación.
 
 
 
________________________________________
(firma participante)
 
Además, me gustaría ofrecerle una compensación financiera para demostrar mi agradecimiento de su tiempo y disposición a compartir sus experiencias.

















Appendix B
This appendix includes interview questions that touch on each of the themes of this research. It also provides a basic outline of the interview, though the structure of these interviews does not need to rigidly follow this sequence. This list is not exhaustive. The time allotments given at the head of every section are approximations. Questions in Spanish are translations of English questions in each section.

Each participant will receive an optional financial compensation for their time and willingness to share their perspectives. 

Introduction - 10 minutes
· Purposes of interview
· Informed consent
· Permission to record interview included
· “Warm-up” questions
· Read the news; make general, light conversation to open up the conversation

Theme I: Family relationships and family history – 15 minutes.

· “What does family mean to you? How do you define family for yourself?”
· “Why don’t we start by talking about family that you have here in Mexico.”
· “How old were you when you went to the U.S.? Was going to the U.S. your decision?”
· “Did you have any relatives that you left when you/your family went to the U.S.? If so, have you ever been very close with them, or have they always been distant from you?”
· Who did you grow up with – any siblings, parents, others?
· Intent: By knowing more about an interviewee’s family background, I can direct more specific questions about separation and its effects later in the interview. Also, by asking this I am making no clear assumptions of their background.
· Who were you close to growing up? Were there are siblings, parents, for example, who you were/are particularly close to?
· Intent: interviewees can set the stage for more direct and specific questions based on their family dynamics/who they were closest to. It might also be helpful to look across interviewees to make connections about who people are close to? 

· “¿Desde tu perspectiva, que significa la familia? ¿Como defines ‘la familia’?”
· “Empezamos por hablar de tu familia que tienes aquí en México.”
. “¿Cuántos años tenías cuando fuiste a EEUU? ¿Ir a EEUU Fue tu decisión?”
. “¿Tenías algunos familiares que les despedía cuando fue tu familia a EEUU? ¿Sí es así, en algún momento has sido cercano, o siempre no los has conocido bien?”
· ¿Con quién creciste -- hermanos, padres, otros?
· ¿Con quién estabas cercano cuando creciste? Había/hay hermanos, padres, etc., con quienes eras/eres particularmente cercano?

Theme II: Separation – 15 minutes
· Would you mind sharing with me how you’re back here in Mexico? In as much or little detail as you would like, how was your return process?
· Intent: Without implying they were deported (etc.), this question opens up the chance for interviewees to share their return experiences.
· When you were separated from your family, what were the emotions you felt most strongly?
· If you had to choose one word to describe how it was to say goodbye to your family, what would that be?

· Si sientes cómodo, ¿podrías decirme cómo fue el proceso de retornar a México? ¿Cómo es que estás aquí?
· Cuando estabas separado/a de tu familia, ¿cuáles fueron las emociones más fuertes que sentiste?
· Si tuvieras que escoger una palabra para describir cómo fue decidirse de tu familia, ¿cuál sería?

 	Theme III: Life in Mexico post-return – 20 minutes
· How would you describe your life when you first got to Mexico, say in the first few months?
· Intent: Coupled with question b., this question will open up the post-return theme without directly asking interviewees to speak on their families. I am curious to see if they do so without me prompting them.
· How does your family factor into the ways you think about your life here? Do you consider them the main reason for feeling ___ (insert lonely, angry, or any emotion they have expressed in answers to above questions)?
· Intent: Mostly for clarification if they did not touch on this already in questions a. and b.
· Specifically, how has deportation/return affected your relationships with your family? Are you still in touch with them? How often?
· Intent: More than learning about how separation has affected them emotionally, I want to know how their relationships with their families have fared – if they are able to communicate with them, and if they do, for example.
· How do you keep in touch with your family in the U.S.? What is that like?
· Intent: To know more specifics about how they maintain contact with their family members, which coupled with question “e.” will be crucial to the project. I believe this will lend itself to other case-specific questions.
· Do you find it difficult to maintain close relationships with your family now? Why do you think that is?
· Intent: To know more specifics about ongoing relationships with family members, which coupled with question “d.” will be crucial to the project. I believe this will lend itself to other case-specific questions.
· ¿Cómo describiría tu vida cuando llegaste a México por primera vez en los primeros meses?
· ¿Cómo influye tu familia en la forma en que piensas acerca de tu vida aquí? ¿Consideras que son la razón principal para sentirse ___ (inserta solo, enojado o cualquier emoción que haya expresado en las respuestas a las preguntas anteriores)?
· Específicamente, ¿cómo ha afectado la deportación / retorno a tus relaciones con tu familia? ¿Sigues en contacto con ellos? ¿Con qué frecuencia?
· ¿Cómo te mantienes en contacto con tu familia en los Estados Unidos? ¿Cómo es eso?
· ¿Te resulta difícil mantener relaciones cercanas con tu familia ahora? ¿Por qué crees que es?
Theme IV: Future/Policy Implications – 10 minutes
· Whether or not you work as an advocate, I’m interested to know your perspectives on the immigration system in the U.S. and in Mexico.
· Do you have any ideas on how the system can be better? How it can be more just/humane? This could mean changing laws, making new ones, or anything you think of.
· How do you think it could be possible for the U.S. and Mexico to reunite families they have separated? Why or why not?
· Ya sea que trabaje o no como defensor, me interesa conocer tus perspectivas sobre el sistema de inmigración en los EE.UU. y en México.
· ¿Tiene alguna idea sobre cómo puedes mejorar el sistema? ¿Cómo puede ser más justo/humano? Esto podría significar cambiar leyes, hacer leyes nuevas o cualquier cosa que pienses.
· ¿Cómo crees que podría ser posible que Estados Unidos y México reúnan a las familias que se han separado? 
Conclusion – 5 minutes

















Appendix C
This Appendix serves as a focus group guide. The focus group will consist of approximately eight activists based in Mexico City who work with returned migrants and advocate for more just immigration policies in the U.S. and Mexico. The focus group will last between one hour and one hour and thirty minutes. This question lists below are not comprehensive. However, there reasonably will not be enough time in the discussion to answer each one that is provided. 

Each participant will receive an optional financial compensation for their time and willingness to share their perspectives. 

Introduction – 10 minutes
· Background of project
· Explanation of what the focus group is, and how I see it contributing to the project overall
· Expectations
· Everyone is welcome to speak, whether their opinion seems popular or not
· Everyone should be respectful of other people’s space and experiences
· Everything said in the group stays in the group (the information will be used in the research, but all with fake names and non-identifiable information).
· Introductions of participants (name, where you’re from, how long you’ve lived in Mexico City now, whatever you’d like to say about yourself)
· Warm-up questions/small talk

Theme I – 20 minutes
· How about we start by describing what activism means to each of you, personally, to help us better frame today’s conversation.
· Where does your desire to be an activist for these issues come from? Personal experience, connections you have, educational background?
· Would you say your activism is focused on the US, or is it something more transnational? What does transnational advocacy mean to you (if it’s important)?

Theme II – 25 minutes
· Where does family separation fit into your activism? Is it the defining aspect of what you work to change, or is it a secondary issue of something else? Why?
· Can you name the types of activities that you do as an activist? Accompanying people to apply for tourist visas, for example? How do you choose where to put your efforts? Is it based on who you have connections with? Based on your own experience?
· How does your activism relate with what is happening to Central American migrants in Mexico? Does your activism engage this migrant community as well? What does that look like?
· In your experiences, have you seen that the issue of family separation is one that gets much attention by people who don’t experience it? In other words, do people seem to care about this issue if they don’t have personal experience with it?

Theme III – 30 minutes
· #Fix96: What does this mean to you? How do you identify the parts you want to fix? What’s most important and why? How do you involve people? How do you explain to Mexicans what is 96? How do you explain it to U.S. Americans? How is the best way to go about making this a compelling argument?
· How do you envision a system of immigration that is more just, specifically? What does this look like? This might have a lot to do with #Fix96 -- try to be as specific as you can.

Conclusion – 5 minutes
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