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CHAPTER 7

Ethics of Liberation

Listening to Central American Migrants’
Response to Forced Migration

LUIS RUBEN DfAZ CEPEDA

Migration of Central Americans to the United States is not new. In fact, mass
migration from the region has occurred since at least the 1970s, originating
in a mixture of local corruption and imposed capitalism that has caused
economic vulnerability, civil war, and genocide. Indeed, forced migration
has been, at least in part, caused by colonial structures and the enactment
and legitimization of neoliberal economic policies that only look to increase
the profit of the few without any esteem for most people’s lives. This dis-
regard for the lives of the poor is unequivocally directed specially toward
the racialized and sexed/gendered bodies of indigenous people and dark-
skinned mestizos.

In this chapter, I argue that migrants suffer the consequences of colonial
structures as reflected in internal colonialism, in which diminishing social
and economic structures place them in a disadvantaged position, instanti-
ated in discriminatory social practices and manifested in xenophobia and
aporophobia. Clearly these practices are immoral and detrimental to a pop-
ulation’s well-being and thus need to be challenged. The research I present
here reveals that migrants themselves are already doing so by creating sol-
idarity networks, showing their high levels of agency and resilience. These
solidarity networks are amplified by pro-migrant social activists and organi-
zation that assist them with shelter, lobbying, and defense services.
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In support of my argument, I first explore sociological explanations of
poverty in Latin America, referring more specifically to Pablo Gonzélez
Casanova’s theory of sociology of exploitation, namely its concept of social
relation of exploitation, for its broad explanatory power. I then show how
exploitation is instantiated in the migration flows from Central America to
Mexico and the United States, The third and final section is normative, Here,
based on Dussel’s ethics of liberation, I argue that meeting the ethical duty to
answer to the Other is a clear and useful answer to discriminatory practices.
I conclude by illustrating how migrants help each other and how this effort
is supported by social organizations.

|. Theorizing the Causes of Poverty

The conquest of Abya Yala by Europe and its consequent transformation into
what is now known as Latin America marked the beginning of a new era. For
the first time, the entire world was connected. This juncture was brutal, as in
the process the native peoples of America were denied human dignity and
identity.! This disdain for native Americans had the disastrous consequences
of decimating them and forcing most of the survivors into a position of serf-

dom through a social and economic system designed to keep them under the

control of the colonial powers. Even after the achievement of independence,
these colonial structures continue to exist through internal colonialism, which
systematically leaves out a large segment of the population not considered
worthy of a better life by the political and economic elites. This discrimination
is based on race and gender, wherein the further a person is from a European
likeness, the more they are discriminated against. As I will show in this section,
colonial structures are not only instantiated in macro frames of reference—
they are reflected in social relations of exploitation and domination.

After the independence wars in the first decades of the 1800s, Latin Amer-
ican countries gained their political independence from Spain and Portugal.
Yet, over the following century, they remained socially and economically
dependent upon Europe, as the local elites continued abusing their colonial
privileges and looking at Europe as superior. As a result, indigenous and dark
mestizos lived in deplorable conditions, which led to several civil wars in the
search of social justice in the 1900s. The outcome of these conflicts were, in
some cases, military dictatorships and, in others, a civil government.
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After World War II and in the context of the Cold War, Latin America
increased its industrialization and urbanization. The decades of the 1950s and
1960s saw political change in Latin America, during which some of the most
prominent philosophical theories from the region were developed. These
include the theology of liberation, philosophy of liberation, and dependence
theory. It was at this time that a new generation of thinkers, which included
philosophers, sociologists, and economists, attempted to understand Latin
America’s poor social and economic condition. Far from homogeneous, these
efforts led to the emergence of at least two different and opposing positions:
modernization theories and dependence theory.

On the one hand, the theories of modernization argued that poverty in
Latin America was due to its lack of an urban middle class. In Roitman’s
words, “Its difference lies in highlighting the landowning oligarchy as the
cause of the backwardness and therefore a rural society whose social structure
is characterized by the low level of social mobility and elective rationality.
According to this position, once an urban middle class was developed, there
would be a state with enough legitimacy to enforce the rule of law and remove
power from the former oligarchy. In the process, the urban middle class will
modernize the industry and the countryside. In short, the path to follow is
the one set forth by the United States and Canada. Once Latin American
countries reached the same level of modernization and democracy as their
northern neighbors, they would also reach the same level of development.?

As it became clear that modernization theories offered neither a sound
explanation nor a path to end or at least lessen poverty, a novel approach
closer to Latin America’s circumstances emerged: critical sociology. This lat-
ter claims that social scientists should not remain strangers to their realities
but, on the contrary, should actively work to assist the poor. Further, they
must attempt to understand the reality and inner lives of individuals. As
Mill writes, “The sociological imagination allows us to capture the history
and the relationship between the two within society Critiques of mod-
ernization theories continued, resulting in the development by the 1970s of
dependency theory by Fernando Henrique Cardoso and Enzo Faletto, among
others. They argue that “the social and political structure change as different
classes and social groups manage to impose their interests, their strengths
and their command on the whole of society.” In other words, from the point
of view of dependency theory, economic inequalities between the indus-
trialized countries and so-called underdeveloped countries were due not
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to distinct technological progress but to class struggle. These theorists also
argued that the economic system was set up in such a way that Latin America
would always be dependent upon the countries of the “Center” (especially
the United States) as long as the region continued to import out-of-date
technology and export labor and raw material.

‘While these theories have certainly influenced not only the theoretical
development of Latin America but also its political and economic circum-
stances, I posit that in the case under consideration, which is the current
situation of Central American migrants in Mexico, Pablo Gonzalez Casano-
ya’s theory is more apropos, as his sociology of exploitation offers a broader
explanatory power. Specifically, Gonzélez explains that colonial domination
implies an unfair appropriation of resources from the colonized}country. In
a colonial relationship, the dominant country monopolizes the resources of
the colonized, blocking other countries from trading with them. Clearly, even
in the circumstances of economic liberalism, this action deprives colonies
from looking to other partners for better deals. At the same time, colonies
are forced to serve as a supplier of the natural resources to the metropolis.
In consequence, their industrialization has slowed down to the rhythm that
is convenient for the colonizers. Finally, the same mechanism of control over
natural resources is used to obtain cheap labor. Unfortunately, these con-
ditions did not disappear with the end of the colonial period; instead, they
continued to persist in the form of internal colonialism.

B. Internal Colonialism

The colonial period in Latin America was characterized by a hierarchical
system, with Spaniards in the highest position. The encomienda system pro-
vided encomenderos with free labor. As the indigenous people’s physical
constitution was not fit to work in the mines, people from Africa were kid-
napped and forced into slave work in the extraction of resources. Both black
slaves and indigenous people received no payment and were given barely
enough food to survive. It is of significance to note that not all native people
suffered in equal measures, as some made alliances with the colonial powers
and thus held privileges over other natives. Those privileges never matched
those of native Spaniards or Spaniards’ descendants, yet were fundamental
to spread and sustain the structures of domination by naturalizing them in
the form of social relations.
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Relevant to my argument, Gonzalez points out that colonial structures do
not disappear with political independence but quite often remain in the form
of internal colonialism, defined as “a structure of social relations of domi-
nation and exploitation between heterogeneous cultural groups.”® Gonzslez
elaborates that the exact form internal colonialism takes emerges from the
colonial structure left when a country gains political independence. In the
plural society, for example, one ruling class is substituted by another (Span-
iards, Creoles, and white mestizos); at the same time, there is no substantial
change in the deplorable conditions in which indigenous and darker mestizo
people live, In the case of Latin America, the self-entitled elite have ruled
our countries without a real democracy. Another manifestation of the per-
sistence of colonial structures is marginalism, the phenomenon of under-
development, wherein the ruling elite excludes a large part of the population
from political, economic, and social development processes.”

In furthering his project of developing a sociology of exploitation, Gonzalez
argues that “asymmetry is linked to the idea of power and dominance; it is
indirectly analyzed as predominance or dependency, as monopolization of the
economy, power, culture of one nation by another; or directly as an economic,
political and psychological influence that men or nations with power, wealth,
prestige exercise over those who lack them or have them to a lesser degree.®
This postulation signified a major development in the analysis of the reasons
for poverty in Latin America, for it includes not only the social and economic
structures that cause systemic poverty in people of color but also the social
relations of exploitation between rulers and citizens, elites and peasants, and
so forth. Quijano explains that “internal colonialism corresponds to a struc-
ture of social relations of domination and exploitation between heterogeneous
cultural groups,” wherein the powerful use the higher social and economic
positions they took over from the former colonial powers to keep colonized
groups subjugated under the same social dynamic as prior to independence.’

These colonialist structures are instantiated in the way individuals makes
themselves present in the world; this is to say in their personalities. Further-
ing this point, Gonzdlez points out that one of the most relevant features of
a colonialist personality is the complicated web of attitudes toward other
people according to the place individuals are ascribed on the social scale,
Even as internal colonialists may be servile to people higher than themselves

in the social hierarchy, they dehumanize the colonized. To the colonialist, the
colonized can be ignored, humiliated, or, even worse, killed, as the latter are
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perceived as “things” at the disposition of the former.® Clearly, migrants are
among those most affected by these colonial structures, as they are forced
to leave their countries because they cannot find the material conditions
necessary to support their lives,

To summarize, Latin American countries suffer from among the highest
levels of economic inequity in the world, as evidenced by both external dif-
ferences as compared to the United States and Canada as well as by internal
inequalities when the income of the lowest to the highest economic decile
is compared. Modernization theories have explained this phenomenon as a
failure of Latin American countries to follow the same path of the United
States—the development of a middle urban class able to bring democracy
and modernize industry. Counter to this explanation, dependency theory
maintains that economic inequalities are due to class struggles and an unfa-
vorable trade relationship with the industrialized countries. While both the-
ories were popular in their time and to some extent remain valid, I prefer
Gonzdlez’s sociology of exploitation, as it considers the social and economic
conditions together with social relations to explain the endemic oppression
of people of color. I argue that this colonial structure and social relation of
exploitation creates a large group that has no access to material resources
and suffers discrimination on a regular basis, which forces them to leave
their countries. They embark first to other countries in Latin America, then
to the United States and, in fewer numbers, to Canada. In the following sec-
tion, I present a brief description of how these processes manifest themselves
in the lives of Central American immigrants on Mexico’s territory.

Il. Central American Immigrants in Mexico

Contrary to widely held belief, the migration of Central Americans to the
United States is not a new phenomenon but has occurred since the 1970s.
According to Jonas and Rodriguez, the origins of this migration can be traced
to a mixture of civil war, genocide, violence, radical capitalism, and economic
vulnerability.” It has been, at least in part, caused by the implementation and
legitimization of neoliberal and globalization policies that deny ways of life
and survival that diverge from those required by the market, which privileges
individualization over the collective. These policies have created a surplus
population, which tends to be seen as inferior by the dominant powers."
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This disregard for the lives of the victims of the system can be seen in both
overt and covert forms of discrimination against migrants from the Global
South. Within this broader context, I proceed to expose the particularities
of the Central American migrants’ stay and transit through Mexico on their
way north.

A. Southern Border

Connections between Mexico and Central America trace back to colonial
times, during which both belonged to the Spanish Empire. The borders
between Guatemala and Belize in Central America and the states of Chi-
apas, Tabasco, Campeche, and Quintana Roo in Mexico were established in
1882, after several wars and territorial disputes. Within this context, Mexico
and Guatemala share nearly 80 percent of the total borderline. Historically
speaking, Chiapas is the Mexican state with the most connections to Guate-
mala, followed by Tabasco. While there were national differences, it is possi-
ble to argue that at a local level there was a relatively high trade connection,
usually beneficial to Mexico."?

Manuel Angel Castillo and Ménica Toussaint document three large immi-
gration waves from Central America to Mexico after the achievement of inde-
pendence.” The first one was seasonal and dates to the turn of the twentieth
century, when farmworkers from Guatemala migrated to work on coffee plan-
tations in the zone known as the Soconusco in Chiapas. This workforce was
not only welcomed but also promoted by the coffee plantations’ owners, who
actively sought cheap labor. Most immigrants were young adults with little
to no formal education; they were not perceived as outsiders, as they played
a vital role in the economy and did not create social antagonism. As time
progressed, this migration movement diversified, and immigrants began to
work in other areas, such as construction and domestic services in the cities.

A second immigration wave resulted from the armed conflict in Central
America from 1981 to 1983. Fleeing from this turmoil, thousands of farm-
workers found refuge in Mexico, mostly in Chiapas, with a smaller number
relocating to the states of Campeche and Quintana Roo. Even though Mex-
ico was not a signatory country of the United Nations Convention and Proto-
col Relating to the Status of Refugees, it provided asylum to immigrants from
the region.”” By the decade of the 1990s, the “Mexican government’s imple-
mentation of the Program of Migratory Stabilization led to the progressive,
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definite settlement of those who had decided to stay in Mexican territory,
nearly one third of the total ‘recognized refugee population!™¢

The third immigration wave is ongoing and consists of in-transit migrants
whose goal is not to stay in Mexico but to continue their way to the United
States. For the most part, this migration comprises young adult males, but it
also includes some women and unaccompanied children. I elaborate on this
type of migration in the following section, For now, it is enough to add that in
addition to the aforementioned stabilization program, the Mexican govern-
ment has passed new laws protecting the rights of people beyond their citi-
zenship, For example, the Immigration Law passed in 2011 (but implemented
in 2013) holds, among other things, the principles of “recognition of the
acquired rights of migrants and equity between nationals and foreigners.”
The legislation then attempts to protect migrants regardless of their legal
status, giving precedence to their human rights before their legal status. In
that sense, it is important to note that since the creation of the Office of the
United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), human
rights have been a powerful tool to better the migrants’ material conditions,
as they have prompted the promulgation of laws to protect persons regard-
less of their immigration status.’® ,

The combination of former seasonal migrants, refugees, and in-transit
migrants who decide to stay in Mexico has created a transnational popula-
tion with connections on both sides of the border. It is only fair to say that
this immigrant population receives fairly decent treatment on the part of the
government in Mexico, as they have access to education, medical services,
and family reunification and can present complaints against wrongful behav-
ior on the part of government authorities. At the same time, it is vital to not
forget that this treatment is still contingent on national security concerns
and economic conditions.” In that sense, difficulties arise when nondocu-
mented migrants reach legal adulthood (eighteen years old in Mexico), at
which point they cannot acquire full legal rights. As a direct consequence,
they have no access to a college education and/or better jobs, Clearly these
disadvantages condemn them to a low social and economic status, which
leaves them vulnerable to discriminatory attacks from others. Women and
children are especially vulnerable to such assaults.

To elaborate upon the harmful circumstances that women face because
of migration, it is important to recognize the reality, which is that they often
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succumb to these conditions. If a woman decides not to migrate, she is often
left with domestic responsibilities, especially that of childcare. Usually this
means that she cannot pursue a professional career of her own and conse-
quently becomes dependent upon the ability and willingness of her partner
or relatives to support her and their family. Clearly this violates her own
personal aspirations and may force her to endure abusive behavior. On the
other hand, if women do decide to migrate, they risk facing harsher traveling
conditions than men do, including the possibility of sexual harassment and
abuse. As one migrant named Helena shared, “When I cross the border, I
try to do it during my menstrual period, so they do not rape me’® These
conditions do not end upon the completion of travels. Rather, they are a
permanent menace that persists when migrant women become settled in
their destination. As Lindsey Carter writes, “Immigrant women are blocked,
delayed, and discouraged from accessing their rights to legal identity, health
care, and regularization of their immigration status, not because of restric-
tive laws, but as a result of negative and confusing institutional interactions
with low-to-mid level officials.”” Unlike openly restrictive laws, these harass-
ing behaviors are subtler and hard to detect, as they have been normalized in
the form of abusive social relations. Moreover, in those instances where they
are detected and denounced, they are rarely prosecuted.

In sum, similar to other migration patterns in South America, seasonal
migrant workers first went from the Guatemalan countryside to the coffee
plantations in the rural areas of Mexico. From there, some moved to the
cities, creating networks and a transnational community, which served as
a supporting social network as they adjust to living in Mexico. Immigrants
living in Mexico receive degrees of government protection as their children
have access to education, medical services, family reunification, and legal
personality. To acknowledge this fairly good treatment is not to ignore that
it is still subordinated to issues of national security. Beyond government
treatment, it is possible to observe that most discriminatory practices come
at a micro level, from either the general population or government officers
(acting on their own will, not under government directives). These discrim-
inatory social practices affect mostly, but not exclusively, women and chil-
dren. Further, these trying conditions are an example of how immigrants are
tolerated in as far as they are functional to the system and are used to support
the privileges of the few.
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B. Transit to the United States

Historically, for the most part, Central American migration has occurred
across the Texas borderline between the United States and Mexico. Some
immigrants have sought to enter the United States clandestinely, while oth-
ers have turned themselves in to immigration authorities for the purpose
of seeking political asylum. The number and demographic composition of
this migratory flow was stable for a long time. However, at the end of 2013, a
notable increase occurred, reaching its climax in the summer of 2014. Since
then, there has been an oscillation in the numbers of migrants. The compo-
sition of this migratory flow also changed, with an increase in the number of
unaccompanied minors as well as family groups (mainly women \yith chil-
dren), who turned themselves in to be arrested by immigration officials to
later request political asylum,

It should be noted that at the same time there was an increase in Central
American migrants, there was a decrease in the number of Mexicans seeking
to enter the United States in an unauthorized manner. Consequently, the
overall balance of migrants seeking to enter the United States illegally has in
fact declined to levels unseen since the 1970s. Josiah Heyman, Jeremy Slack,
and Emily Guerra question why, despite this decline in actual migration flow,
border surveillance has not only not decreased but in fact has increased.
They conclude that “recent empirical evidence has linked these contending
discourses about borders and immigration to niche right-wing media, and
to the election of Donald Trump,” fostering hate speech and rejection of
the Other on the part of American citizens toward marginalized groups,
including immigrants.”

C. The Emergence of the Caravans

Seeking to protect themselves from the predatory practices of criminal orga-
nizations and in the hope that the U.S. government will grant them political
asylum if they show in numbers, some migrants decide to complete the jour-
ney from Mexico's southern border to the United States in large groups. This
change in the form of the migratory flow first manifested itself dramatically
on October 12, 2018,

Historically, migrants seeking to reach the United States traveled in iso-
lation or in small groups. However, on that date, a message on Facebook led
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to the departure of three hundred people from San Pedro Sula, Honduras.
The originating Facebook page had only two hundred members. The mes-
sage read, “Every day 300 people leave Honduras, we better make a caravan,
as a single family, to take fewer risks to the north,” which at first did not
have much impact. However, its dissemination by the local HSH television
station—ironically, as a criticism of the caravan’s endeavor—allowed the
message to reach a much wider audience, inspiring approximately three
thousand people to join the group within a few days.? In less than two weeks,
the caravan had grown to around seven thousand people, who arrived at the
border bridge between Guatemala and Mexico on October 19, 2018.

The immigration authorities of Mexico did not prevent the entry of this
first caravan to Mexico, although they did not help in an organized way. One
of the causes of this lack of attention was the transition of federal government
administrations. The outgoing administration, headed by Enrique Pefia Nieto,
initiated a weak response with the “You Are at Home” (Estas en tu casa) pro-
gram. At the same time, the elected administration of Andrés Manuel Lépez
Obrador, which was not yet in office, also did not take control of the situation,
Since then, it has been religious organizations and human rights organiza-
tions that have put pressure on the state to safeguard the best interests of
migrants, especially infants and women. The relative ease and support that
this first caravan had in entering Mexico, as well as the migrants’ minimal
exposure to attacks and extortion, inspired other people to do the same. Con-
sequently, several more caravans were organized to the United States, only to
find the most obstacles at precisely the end of their journey.

The transit from Mexico to the north was not what the immigrants
expected. Far from their expectations of finding a relatively easy entry to the
United States, they encountered adverse circumstances. Due to the Trump
administration’s harsh immigration policies, immigrants who did manage to
reach U.S. territory and request political asylum were sent to detention cen-
ters to wait for a migration judge to hear their case. This waiting period can
take years and has involved the separation of families, including the removal
of infants and toddlers from their parents.

Unfortunately, being in these detention centers under the Trump admin-
istration was not the direst situation that an immigrant could face, since,
as immigration policies hardened, they were not even allowed to apply for
political asylum in U.S. territory. In their article “Blockading Asylum Seekers
at Ports of Entry at the US-Mexico Border Puts Them at Increased Risk of
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Exploitation, Violence, and Death,"* Heyman and Slack documented that
the U.S. government had implemented various strategies to deny immigrants
access to the asylum system:

US border officials have refused to allow many asylum seekers who are sub-
ject to expedited removal to pursue asylum claims, even when they request
asylum or express a fear of return, The [Trump] administration has crimi-
nally prosecuted and detained asylum-seekers in order to deter others from
coming. It has separated children from parents at the border, and it now
proposes to reunify these families, albeit in detention facilities. It has even
raised the possibility of declaring Mexico a “safe” third country, thus barring
asylum claims from migrants that first pass through Mexico.?®

More than this, as of February 2019, the Trump administration began to
promote more subtle and aggressive strategies to limit immigration. One of
these was to prevent immigrants from even reaching the ports of entry at the
immigration checkpoints. This was accomplished by posting immigration
officers on the international bridges that connect Mexico and the United
States. These officials were then tasked to question people, especially colored
immigrants, before they enter U.S. territory about their immigration status.
If they could not prove a legal immigration status, they were not allowed to
proceed further to the established checkpoint.

Facing this situation, migrants were soon no longer attempting to enter
the United States via caravans, reverting to the practices of crossing through
nonauthorized ports by themselves or in small groups. However, the stiff-
ening of border security forced them to go through more distant and more
dangerous paths. In Ivan’s words, “I am going through this place that I know,
where there is no fence. Now [May] is a good time to do it, for I cannot carry
too much food. However, because of the rain season, there is water. I already
know the route’? In addition to the dangers inherent in going through the
desert, unauthorized access to the United States is now considered a fel-
ony by the United States justice system. Formally speaking, this criminalizes
migrants, which in turn will make it difficult for them to establish their case
before an immigration court, as they would already have criminal records. A
third alternative that migrants have chosen is to remain in Mexico waiting to
be called to apply for political asylum, which can take several months or even
years. Obviously, rejection at the ports of entry and forced settlement in the
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border cities of northern Mexico puts migrants at risk of being kidnapped
and forcibly put to work by drug cartels, whether as marijuana farmers or
cocaine producers, hit men, or prostitutes. Clearly, the policy subjects them
to the very risks from which they fled in the first place.

On January 20, 2021, Joe Biden was sworn in as the forty-sixth president
of the United States. The first hundred days of his administration brought
some favorable changes for immigrants, yet, as of this writing, serious chal-
lenges remained. The improvements include the reactivation of the Tempo-
rary Protected Status program to the benefit of certain national groups, the
narrowing of immigration enforcement in the interior of the United States
(including the removal of the public charge rule and the focus, in enforce-
ment, on those noncitizens who represent a national security risk), the end of
the Muslim and African travel ban, the freezing of regulatory fees and exces-
sive bureaucratic and sometimes duplicated procedures, and an increase
in the budget for the United States Citizenship and Immigration Services.
These changes taken together mean that immigrants who are already in the
country have a fair and human path to gain legal status, However, the situa-
tion south of the border line has not improved that significantly.

The enumerated changes are necessary but not sufficient to properly
respond to the migration situation on the border with Mexico. It remains,
for example, to increase the refugee ceiling. In his platform statement “Re-
assert America’s Commitment to Asylum-Seekers and Refugees,” President
Biden pledged to start with a ceiling of one hundred twenty-five thousand
refugees, a number he promised to increase during his administration.?” Yet,
on February 12, 2021, the Department of State declared that Biden would
propose a ceiling of 62,500 refugees for the fiscal year 2021, This number fur-
ther decreased and has remained around fifteen thousand, allegedly because
of the COVID-19 pandemic and the previous changes made by the Trump
administration. Biden’s administration resettled only 647 refugees during its
first two months, and if it continues at this rate this will most likely mean
a resettlement number lower than during any fiscal year under the Trump
administration.”® A second improvement that has yet to materialize is the
end of family detention: while long-term detention has come to an end and
short-term detention centers are slated to become processing centers, as of
May 2021 these latter were still operating,

Most importantly, while it is true that, officially, unaccompanied children
and asylum seekers with an open case are now allowed into the United States
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to apply for asylum, the fact is that the U.S. government is not prepared
to let them do so. Consequently, some migrants must still wait for their
hearing in Mexico, alongside Central American migrants whose cases were
denied. According to Ana Laura Ramirez-Vazquez, a feminist activist living
in Ciudad Juérez who focuses on issues relating to children and adolescents,
children who remain in Mexico do not find an integral process that may
channel them to a better life, causing a best-case scenario in which they
may receive secondary education and get a low-paying job that makes them
victims of capitalism.” In the worst-case scenario, migrants can be killed or
kidnaped by criminal groups. In short, some of the problems that migrants
faced during the Trump era are still apparent and very real under the Biden
administration. -

Throughout, Mexican social and religious organizations have played a
vital role in protecting the immigrants’ lives, beginning with providing safe
shelters. Immigrants’ houses such as El Buen Pastor (The Good Shepherd),
]a Divina misericordia (The divine mercy) at the southern border, or La Casa
del Migrante (Migrants’ house) and Annunciation House at the northern
border offer places where migrants can stay and rest. In the case of the
southern border, migrants tend to stay in the shelters for only a few days,
to get some rest, wash their clothes, and heal their injuries. As soon as they
are ready, they resume their journey to the north. In the case of the north,
migrants stay for longer periods, with some waiting for hearings in the U.S.
courts of their asylum claims. In either case, shelters serve as a safe place, as
there is a tacit agreement by migratory authorities to not conduct any raids
in shelter facilities or their vicinities. They also serve as an intermediary
between Mexican authorities and immigrants seeking to obtain a humani-
tarian visa, by providing evidence that the claimant is injured.

I argue, then, that as capital is no longer restricted by state limits, “the
relation Center-periphery is becoming a social relation, instead of a geo-
graphical relation”® As in the case of Central American migrants, these
social relations can be of exploitation and discrimination. This mistreatment
commences at their place of origin, where they do not make enough money
to survive or are direct victims of gang-related violence. This is an import-
ant distinction, for it points out that they are not necessarily being pulled
by the “American Dream” but, rather, are pushed out of their homes by the
hostile colonial conditions they live in. In this exodus from Central America,
some migrants opt for staying in the southern borderlands, as they can keep
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some level of contact with their relatives. Others decide to continue traveling
to the north. Once they reach the Mexico-U.S. border, some turn them-
selves over to immigration officials in the hopes of gaining political asylum,
However, this process became increasingly difficult because of the Trump
administration’s cruel and challenging policies, which continue to reverber-
ate under Biden’s tenure. Consequently, some migrants have decided to stay
in Mexico, where they may continue to suffer the same discrimination from
which they were fleeing.

It is important to notice that migrants are not passive subjects. On the
contrary, as Jaime Rivas argues, immigrants are active participants who
receive and interpret information and design strategies in their relationships
with various local actors, as well as with external institutions and their staff.?
In the following section, then, I analyze the factors and ethics that keep them
going despite the harsh conditions of the exodus. In doing so, I demon-
strate that migrants show agency and solidarity to create solidarity networks
among themselves, even as they receive the support of pro-immigrant social
organizations and activists. This solidarity is exemplary of the ethical duty
proposed by both Emmanuel Levinas and Enrique Dussel.

lil. Solidarity

I begin this section with the idea that the modern notion of the nation-state
was built from the dichotomy of a “we-they,” a friend or an enemy.® I main-
tain that, within a close community, people with shared identity help those
inside of what I call their fraternal circle; that is to say people who are part
of the same. As I will show, unlike this “we-they” system based on fraternal
relationships within the imaginary commuﬁity, some people go beyond their
fraternal circle to engage in a relationship of solidarity with the Other, who
by his mere presenice questions the I. This questioning awakens a subjectivity
in the I, wherein his duty toward the Other is recognized and fulfilled. This is
because the I carries a preontological duty to the Other, which is an intrinsic
part of the subjectivity of the individual. Let me delve into this process of the
genesis of a political subjectivity.

In his conversation with Philippe Nemo, Levinas reassures his interloc-
utor that the responsibility toward the Other is addressed by the I as a face,
as the exteriority.®® The I is full when it responds to the calling of the Other,
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since its own subjectivity is already occupied by its responsibility before the
stranger. Responsibility is not an option for the 1. However, this does not
mean a condemnation. On the contrary, in the ethical encounter with the
Other,? the I finds its freedom, because “freedom is in charge of the respon-
sibility that it cannot assume, an elevation and an inspiration without com-
placency””®® This responsibility is there because the nature of the good is prior
to being and has chosen the I to receive the command of the Other in which
to respond. The very pronoun / means “Here I am” for you, in the voice of the
I that answers the claim of the other without asking for anything in return.

When assumed, this responsibility translates into an obsession, which
Levinas’s philosophy does not shy away from. On the contrary, he embraces
the idea, because an obsessed person is not capable of indifference to the
Other. In Levinas's words, “This obsession with the other translates not to
who should be blamed but to the question ‘“What should I do? " It is import-
ant not to lose sight of the fact that this obsession with the Other is not the
voluntary act of an isolated individual; rather, in the ethical act of taking
the place of the Othet, the I grows in freedom, because by recognizing the
command of the Other, the I is. Responsibility toward the Other is a respon-
sibility that does not obey the acts of the I; it is a responsibility that is not
imposed but is made to be invited. In the words of Levinas, “It is on this
figure of being that is possessed in the equality, about being dpX 'n where the
obsession that we have recognized in the proximity bursts.” In other words,
this obsession does not require that the I already has a relationship with the
Other; rather, it is awakened by the very presence of the Other, especially
that of the widow, the orphan, and the stranger.

This responsibility for the Other, impelled by the presence of the Otherin
the subjectivity of the I, prevents the I's consciousness from completing itself.
For Levinas, “subjectivity is defined by the responsibility of others and not
by being”¥” That is, subjectivity is not the identity of the self to itself, but its
responsibility for the other. This responsibility comes as a presence that over-
flows, a presence that does not allow consciousness to identify with itself. For
Levinas then, the I must respond to the face of the Other, the stranger. This
is the source of solidarity when migrants have nothing material to give away,
as they are in challenging conditions, yet still are there for others, including
strangers, with whom they cross paths.

This solidarity is beyond the line of duty marked by liberalism and its
preference for selfish individual interest, as immigrants help each other, even
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though this means risking their own well-being, In the course of research
for this work, many instances of solidarity were encountered.?® During field
research on the border line between Tabasco, Mexico, and Guatemala, we
waited by the railroads of the Beast (La Bestia), which is the train that Cen-
tral American migrants board at Mexico’s southern border to get to Mexico
City. From there, they look for other routes and ways to get to the northern
border. They do so illegally, under a considerable risk of being captured by
Mexican authorities or criminal group. At the railroad, we witnessed first-
hand as migrants who had just met on their trip in the Beast were waiting
for one of them (whom, for privacy reasons, I will call Pablo) to heal from
a wounded ankle, an injury caused by jumping from the train to avoid a
checkpoint set up by Mexico’s Migration National Institute. They told us,
“No}, we are not going to leave this dude here, we met him a few days ago, we
came together on the train, in the Beast, we were doing good, but we saw a
checkpoint, and we jumped. It was his turn, bad luck, we were doing good,
f...k. But it is what it is, how are we going to leave him alone? No, we wait.
We all are together®
As we continued the research, it was possible to establish that behav-
ior like this was not the exception but the rule among most migrants. It is
important to highlight that opposite to quid pro quo practices—for example,
in exchange-sex where women accept to have sexual intercourse with a male
who protects them through the trip up north—in most cases the answer
to the Other was not conditional on immigrants having something to give
back. Again, they all were traveling with extremely scarce resources. Yet they
shared the little they had, even if this little were to keep Pablo company even
when doing so meant losing time and precious resources.
This sense of solidarity was manifested not only by immigrants but also by
people who were moved by a feeling of solidarity to go meet people beyond
their immediate circle to help the Other. I refer here to social activists and

their organizations whom we encountered assisting migrants both in their
journey and at the border.

A. Social Organizations

Using Levinas’s philosophy as a starting point, Enrique Dussel developed a
conception of how an ethical subjectivity is present in the world from both
a political and an ethical perspective. Dussel writes that “the ‘being-subject’



190 Luis Rubén Dfaz Cepeda

is a way of being aware or awake, that the birth of subjectivity (and embod-
iment) is placed in a position in which events appear phenomenally” In
other words, being is having a body, but more importantly, being aware of the
world and the exploitation relations that exist in it. True subjectivity, which
necessarily occurs within a community, occurs just as in Levinas, when the I
is at the service of the Other. However, moving beyond Levinas’s ideas, Dus-
sel maintains that personal action is not enough; solidarity with the Other
must be offered in a collective, organized, and institutional way.

The first step, then, to create a legitimate social organization is critical
awareness. Undeniably, many groups of people never rebel against oppres-
sion. However, there is also the case of those who, while they do not directly
suffer oppression, unite in solidarity with the victims and fight alongside
them. It is possible then to affirm that only certain groups of people go “from
non-conscience . . . to critical ethical conscience’# Since the condition of
being oppressed is not a sufficient or necessary reason for the emergence
of a social organization, the question arises, “Where is the spark that starts
them?” Based on Dussel’s philosophy, I propose that the answer lies in the
consciousness of oppression, not in oppression itself, since once people real-
ize that oppressive conditions are not natural but are a consequence of human
actions, they begin to fight them together.

Contrary to the liberal conception of men who take the individual as
an independent being in constant war with other individuals for control of
resources, ethical social organizations arise when there is a sense of commu-
nity, when a “we” and not an “I” is created. To take this step from I to us, it is
vital to recognize that human beings are not isolated but are always part of
a community. The community begins to establish itself when a person goes
from being just a person to being a political actor and understands politics
as the creation of conditions in which all people can have a dignified life. This
political actor comes from experiencing oppression firsthand, but also from
the presence of the Other. From this, he begins to search for answers to his

questions and makes the suffering of the Other his own and offers himself
in substitution of the Other.

'This step is taken when, in addition to the political community in which
a person is born, there are strong ties that go beyond the limits of fraternity
to become bonds of solidarity. As Dussel argues, “We are born into a polit-
ical community . , . however, from a political point of view, this remains an
abstraction that lacks the contradictions that always run through a commu-
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nity .. . we move from the political community to the people”*2 This move-
ment occurs due to the mutual recognition of the oppressive condition of life
of the victims of capitalism. When people are united in their grief and anger,
they will fight together to overthrow the status quo that denies their right
to buen vivir. For the fight to be successful, it is necessary to strengthen the
bonds of co-responsibility and solidarity between the victims and the people
who have come to their call for aid.

As I have already established, the link that unites these groups is soli-
darity defined as “critical emotionality directed at the suffering externality
of the victim . . . [Solidarity] is, [then] the metaphysical desire of the Other
as another.” In other words, while fraternity is a feeling that is promoted
within a closed political community, solidarity seeks to alleviate the pain
of the Other as Other, allowing the I to shed the restrictions imposed by a
state in order to assist the Other wherever he is. In fact, the ethical I does
not wait for the Other to appear but is eager to meet him. It is important to
reaffirm that solidarity is not limited to the territory of a state or a political
community but extends to the communion between the victim and the I,
which not only responds to the questioning of the Other that is presented to
it but also actively seeks be close to the victim. By doing so, the I leaves the
privileges that come with membership in the oppressive system and fights
alongside the Other.

Clearly, if a person is not close to the Other, he will hardly develop a sense
of ethical duty toward him. At first, it is an action in which the I searches the
Other for the origin of the relationship between signified and signifier, but
later it becomes a living relationship in which the I is exposed to the suffering
of the Other. In other words, for the individual to perform her ethical duty, it
is necessary to shorten the distance between them. As Dussel says, “shorten-
ing the distance is a praxis, it is acting towards the other [while Other], it is
an action directed towards the neighborhood, the praxis is this and nothing
else: a proximity approach”** To feel the pain of the Other, the I must leave
the ivory tower and see the suffering of others face-to-face.

This movement is a conscious act of the I that goes beyond its borders,
because it recognizes the suffering of the Other and therefore rushes to
alleviate it: “Proximity is [then] the word that best expresses the essence
of people, their first (archaeological) and final (eschatological) incarnation,
an experience whose memory mobilizes people and their most ambitious
and highly-minded projects”® It is important to note that proximity is not
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limited to physical focus, as people may be physically close to each other but
may not be emotionally close. That is, despite being physically close, they
may lack the sense of solidarity with others that occurs when they recognize
themselves in the suffering of others. In Dussel’s words, “This closeness to
things, this physical proximity is proxemic (people to being), not proximity
(person to person)”* This means that physical proximity is a necessary but
not sufficient condition to establish the relationship of solidarity between the
oppressed and the one who has recognized the alleviation of their unpleasant
condition as an ethical duty.

This proxemic proximity movement, that is, the passage from just being
physically near to actually establishing a relationship with the Other, is car-
ried out by both migrants and social activists who live in solidarity with the
oppressed, either because they are part of them or because they fight along-
side the Other. An ethical person loses his innocence and realizes that it is
he who is in the prison of totalization and not the Other, because the Other,
despite the oppressive social conditions, is already free in its alterity. Both
the ethical I and the Other fight a system that has led individuals to view
exploitation as natural and to place blame on an impersonal economic sys-
tem instead of on the people who promote it. A fair person is then one who
recognizes that “ethical conscience [is] defined as the capacity of one to listen
to the voice of the other, the trans-ontological word that springs beyond the
current system to respond to the voice of the other, which is justice’* This
answer comes from a community as life potential.

The ethical concepts introduced by Levinas but expanded by Dussel are
not mere abstractions but have had real and tangible effects on the world.
Liberation philosophy has been in constant dialogue with so-called pro-
gressive governments. This has led to the development of other forms of
government, such as the plurinational state of Bolivia as, well as to the con-
ceptualization of obediential power (described by Dussel). Likewise, liber-
ation theology has implemented ecclesiastical practices close to the base
community. Certainly, these practices promote the idea of a living church
that is close to the material needs of those in need. In it the ethical principles
of solidarity with the Other are lived. Religious and social organizations on
the border share these principles of obedience to the ethical duty toward the
victims of the system.

The examples of these organizations, as well as of the migrants themselves,
demonstrate that when people fulfill their ethical duty towards the Other, it
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is possible to create fairer societies that allow life to flourish. This is due to
the expansion of relationships based on ethics, responsibility, and solidarity,
which occurs first between the Other and the 1, and then among all people.
This is an example of how, even under the harshest conditions, a fairer soci-
ety is possible when the value and dignity of the other is recognized through
advocacy, lobbying, and assistance on a wide spectrum of migration issues.

Conclusion

Oppression in Latin America is due to social and economic structures that
were created and developed in colonial times. Gaining political indepen-
dence from Spain and Portugal did not erase these structures that keep indig-
enous people and dark-skinned mestizos in material conditions of exploita-
tion. This structural racism increased with the implementation of neoliberal
economic policies throughout Latin America since the decade of the 1980s.
The free market and a for-profit economy were promoted and implemented
as the way to modernize the Latin American economy and end poverty.
However, as predicted by dependency theory, this did not occur. Rather,
structural poverty consistently increased in the countries where these pol-
icies were applied. Poor economies and armed conflicts have, since then,
forced Central Americans to migrate to the north. Some of them have Mex-
ico as their final destination, while others are looking to reach the United
States and, in fewer cases, Canada,

'The structures that force people to migrate must be examined and theo-
rized, as they have been by others. However, in this chapter, through Pablo
Gonzdlez Casanova’s sociology of exploitation, I have focused on the social
relations that are enabled by those structures. As Gonzalez theorizes, these
two dimensions are mutually caused. Once this is understood, given its det-
rimental effect on living conditions it is necessary to offer a normative the-
ory that aids in warding off these oppressive conditions and relations. This
search does not need go very far, as migrants are already practicing solidary
relationships, as indicated in Dussel’s expansion of Levinas’s ethical the-
ory. These are manifested in the support networks and assistance migrants
provide to each other during their dangerous path to the north, This ethi-
cal behavior is also shared by social activists and organizations supporting
migrants through shelter, legal assistance, and lobbying services.
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Finally, I would like to clarify that by emphasizing the a‘ge'ancy of immi-
grants and their ethical behavior, together with social activists and orgfc?-
nizations that succor them, I am not discussing the conditions where this
possibility of agency is null. Such is the case when immigrants 'are captured
by criminal organizations and forced to work in illegal farms, mines, or pFos-
titution centers. Clearly, under these conditions, migrants have very 'httle
room to exercise their will without taking a high risk of being raped or killed.
Again, this is, of course, a serious issue that needs to be addressed. Yet pos-
sible solutions to the crisis need to have migrants as the central speakers of
the discussions; for this purpose, their ability and knowledge needs to. be
recognized. In short, oppressive social relations are ins.tan'ces of coloniza-
tion; reversing those practices is both a form of decolonization aqd a way to

build a fairer system.
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