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ROOTS



ROUTES



MIGRATION FROM EL 
SALVADOR AL NORTE



WAVES OF DISPLACEMENT

• 1970s & 80s: seeking asylum from the 
civil war, fleeing poverty

• Early-mid 2000s: major earthquakes 
(2001) and economic displacement from 
neoliberal reforms

• 2014-present: seeking asylum from the 
low-intensity warfare of gangs vs. mano
dura, continued lack of economic 
opportunities

• Of 6 million Salvadoran nationals, around 
30-40% live out of the country

• Around 2.1 million Salvadoran 
immigrants and their children live in the 
U.S. (up from 95K in 1980), more than 
any other Central American immigrant 
group

• Emigrants send back around $4 billion in 
remittances (money to family members), 
the single largest source of income in El 
Salvador’s GDP



MIGRATION AND FAMILY SEPARATION 
FOR CENTRAL AMERICANS

• Parents may migrate and leave children in the care of other relatives

• Children may be sent alone with coyotes, sometimes by parents to live with 
other relatives in safety, other times to rejoin parents who have already 
migrated- usually after many years apart

• Children (usually teenagers) may choose to leave and migrate without their 
parents’ consent or knowledge

• Undocumented parents may be deported and choose to leave their U.S. citizen 
or resident children behind in the care of others

• Undocumented youth may be deported from the U.S. while parents or siblings 
stay behind.

• Fathers who arrive with their spouse and children are almost always separated 
and held in different immigration prisons from their family.

• In the summer of 2018, for a while ALL small children who arrived in “family 
groups” were also taken away from their mothers as well as fathers, and placed 
in state custody



MY RESEARCH PROJECTS

• Santa Anita: campesino cooperative in rural El Salvador (1998…)

• Volunteer with day care center

• Quezaltepeque prison & the “war on gangs” (2001-2003…)

• Accompanied inmate self-help org, human rights activist

• Salvadoran migrant community in rural Arkansas (2005-2008, 2016…)

• Worked with Northwest Arkansas Worker Justice Center

• Ministry of Salvadorans Abroad (2005, 2008, 2011)

• No role other than “researcher”

• Detention and deportation system in the U.S. (2017-present)

• Provide aid, advice, & expert witness services 



FIRST WAVE OF THE SANCTUARY 
MOVEMENT

• People fleeing violence in Central 
America: assassinations, torture, the 
“scorched earth” campaign

• Funded by U.S. military aid

• Many applied for asylum on the basis of 
government persecution

• Less than 3% of applications were 
approved

• Rise of the Sanctuary movement



JUAN GONZALEZ 

HARVEST OF EMPIRE : A HISTORY 
OF LATINOS IN AMERIC A (2011)

BOOK + FILM



WHAT IS SANCTUARY

Reactive: giving shelter, 
humanitarian aid
• Creating spaces to welcome and host people
• Construct “sanctuary” in a church

• Hosting people who need it
• Sponsor asylum-seeker

• People/families with a deportation order

• Accompaniment to ICE check-ins

• “Rapid Response” – help families with an order of 
deportation, take care of kids, etc.

• “Underground railroad”– humanitarian efforts to 
facilitate movement of refugees & support survival
• Water and food in the desert

• Donations/volunteer work with shelter networks

Proactive: legal & social change
• Reform local regulations to prevent local law 

enforcement from collaborating with/turning people 
over to ICE

• Reform local regulations to allow people to access
health care, education, driver’s licenses or other IDs 
without exposing themselves to legal risk

• Advocating for the end of “gang lists”

• General criminal justice reform/defunding police

• Lobbying institutions we belong to (ex. UD) to 
establish policies of non-cooperation

• Lobbying private companies (Google, Facebook, etc) 
to stop mining private data or allowing access by 
government investigators



THE “SANCTUARY 
MOVEMENT”

Efforts that use the 
term “sanctuary” 
draw on a justice-
based tradition of 
radical welcome.



THINK ABOUT JOINING 
STATE-WIDE EFFORTS

Ohio is full of impacted 
immigrant communities.

Ohio Immigrant Alliance
[Oscar Lopez Acosta, passed away May 2020 
of COVID-19 after being released from ICE 

detention in Morrow County Jail, Ohio]





BANS, WALLS, RAIDS, 
SANCTUARY

2020 book 

by A. Naomi Paik, 
Professor of Asian-
American Studies 



TODAY’S REFUGEES

Asylum seekers from Central America today: why they are 
displaced, and what happens when they get to the U.S.



SO WHO IS CROSSING THE BORDER 
NOW?



DISPLACEMENT FROM CENTRAL AMERICA

• Political crises in Honduras, Nicaragua, and El Salvador

• Persecution and murder of activists

• State corruption & ties with criminal organizations

• Multilateral armed warfare between criminal armed groups 
and state forces with much collateral damage in Honduras, 
El Salvador, and Guatemala

• Often referred to as “gang violence”

• Drives epidemic of gendered violence and sexual assault

• Other forms of existing displacement

• Economic displacement

• Environmental displacement (climate change, natural disaster)



SHIFTING DEMOGRAPHIC 
COMPOSITION - 2017

Who exactly is coming in this new wave of 
migration across the southern border of the 

U.S.? (Data from the U.S. Department of 
Homeland Security, 2017)

Border Apprehensions 2017

UACs Families Adults



SHIFTING DEMOGRAPHIC 
COMPOSITION - 2018

Who exactly is coming in this new wave of 
migration across the southern border of the 

U.S.? (Data from the U.S. Department of 
Homeland Security, 2018)

Border Apprehensions 2018

UACs Families Adults



SHIFTING DEMOGRAPHIC 
COMPOSITION - 2019

Who exactly is coming in this new wave of 
migration across the southern border of the 

U.S.? (Data from the U.S. Department of 
Homeland Security, 2019)

Border Apprehensions 2019

UACs Families Adults





FORMS OF DISPLACEMENT

economic

environmental

violent



CLIMATE CHANGE AND DISPLACEMENT



AN ACUTE CRISIS: BY THE NUMBERS
From 2006-2016: around 71,000 people were internally displaced by 
violence in El Salvador

In 2017, around 296,000 were internally displaced by violence in El 
Salvador in a single year

Source: Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre 2017 global report

Between mid-2013 and mid-2018, more 
people have been violently murdered in El 
Salvador than were killed as a result of the 
12-year civil war from 1980-1992.

Source: interview with Celia Medrano, June 2018



2018 EL SALVADOR HUMAN RIGHTS REPORT, 
U.S. DEPARTMENT OF STATE

State agencies

“… unlawful killings of suspected gang members 
and others by security forces; forced 
disappearances by military personnel; torture by 
security forces;  harsh and life-threatening prison 
conditions; arbitrary arrest and detention; lack of 
government respect for judicial independence; 
widespread government corruption; violence against 
women and girls that was infrequently addressed 
by authorities, as well as security force violence
against [LGBTI] individuals…”

[emphasis added]

Criminal organizations

“Organized criminal elements, including 
local and transnational gangs and 
narcotics traffickers, were significant 
perpetrators of violent crimes and 
committed acts of murder extortion, 
kidnapping, human trafficking, 
intimidation, and other threats and 
violence directed against police, judicial 
authorities, the business community, 
journalists, women, and members of 
vulnerable populations.”



GROUPS VULNERABLE TO VIOLENCE

• Honest police and military caught between corrupt officials and threats from gangs 
(“whistle-blowers”)

• Boys and young men between 10-30 years old who live in poor and marginalized 
neighborhoods 

• gangs recruit to join them using threats and coercion

• police harass, beat, and detain them

• Frequently targeted by “death squads”

• Gendered violence

• Women forced to be sexual partners of gang members

• Intimate partner violence (increasing)

• Women threatened due to relationship to targeted man

• Transgender individuals and other gender non-conforming people

• Sex workers and others stigmatized as sexually deviant

• Rates of femicide have grown 5x as murder rate doubled

• Others threatened and harmed by gangs, police, death squads



ELIGIBILITY FOR ASYLUM

Displaced people

Displaced by 
violence

Eligible for 
asylum

Asylum seekers must show that they are fleeing because of “a 
well-founded fear of persecution due to race, religion, sex, 

political opinion, or membership in a particular social group.”

Must have solid evidence of past persecution and the likelihood 
of future persecution. 



FAMILY SEPARATIONS 2017-PRESENT

© photo John Moore, Getty Images



FAMILY DETENTION



FINANCIAL COST OF IMMIGRANT 
DETENTION



MORAL COSTS? COST TO HUMAN LIFE?



SOME QUICK MYTHS & FACTS

On “illegality” and sanctuary



MYTH #1

This is a nation of 
immigrants, we 

have always 
welcomed people.





“ERA OF RESTRICTION” IN 
IMMIGRATION LAW 1880-1965

• racial bans against arrivals

• formation of Border Patrol

• passage of the first comprehensive immigration 
policy

• growth of the immigration enforcement 
bureaucracy

• These reforms were clearly related to the 
popularity of scientific racism (eugenics) and the 
application of those ideas to policies



MYTH #2

Immigration is a 
problem and it 

needs to be 
stopped.



THE POWER OF CULTURAL DISCOURSE

• Discourse of threat:
• Recent immigrants are sometimes portrayed as an 

economic burden, as anti-American, or as potentially 
dangerous and criminal

• RESEARCH SAYS: Migration responds to the needs of the 
US economy, and the foreign-born are less likely to commit 
crimes than US-born

• Discourse of cultural difference:
• Recent immigrants are often accused of not assimilating 

quickly enough (or at all)

• RESEARCH SAYS: Latino/a immigrants assimilate at about 
the same rate as German immigrants did during the last 
“Great Wave”

• Discourse of choice:
• Recent immigrants are often celebrated as proving that 

the US is the BEST because they chose to come here

• RESEARCH SAYS: Immigrants would often prefer to stay 
in their homeland if they could!



THE MYTH OF THE VIOLENT STRANGER

• “Illegal immigrants are criminals.” [rapists, murderers, gang members, etc.] 

• “The fact that they entered illegally shows that they aren’t law-abiding, so why 
would they hesitate to break the law again?”

• “Immigration is a terrorist threat.”

• “It would be nice to help out refugees, but they aren’t screened carefully 
enough and that’s how all the terrorists get into our country.”



CATO INSTITUTE REPORT

• “Including those murdered in the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 (9/11), the chance 
of an American perishing in a terrorist attack on U.S. soil that was committed by a foreigner 
over the 41-year period studied here is 1 in 3.6 million per year. The hazard posed by 
foreigners who entered on different visa categories varies considerably. For instance, the 
chance of an American being murdered in a terrorist attack caused by a refugee is 1 in 3.64 
billion per year while the chance of being murdered in an attack committed by an illegal 
immigrant is an astronomical 1 in 10.9 billion per year. By contrast, the chance of being 
murdered by a tourist on a B visa, the most common tourist visa, is 1 in 3.9 million per year. 
Any government response to terrorism must take account of the wide range of hazards 
posed by foreign-born terrorists who entered under various visa categories.”



“THEY ARE A BURDEN”
MIGRATION STATUS, TAXES, & SOCIAL WELFARE

Tax payments
• Over 50% have income tax removed 

from paychecks

• Often unable to access a tax return 
check

• Often pay property tax

• As homeowners

• As renters

• Pay sales tax

• Pay business taxes

• Higher levels of entrepreneurship than 
U.S.-born people

Access to “welfare”

• Undocumented immigrants

• No TANF, food stamps, disability, 
unemployment, etc.

• No government loans

• Only emergency health care, and public 
schooling for kids

• Documented immigrants

• Since 1996, no access to TANF etc. for 5 
years

• Use “welfare” (unemployment, disability, WIC, 
TANF, HUD, etc.) at lower rates than eligible 
people who are born in U.S. 



MYTH #3

The problem with 
today’s immigrants is 
that they don’t “do it 

the right way.”



“BUT MY 
ANCESTORS 
CAME HERE 
THE RIGHT 

WAY”

• Why do people migrate illegally? for the same reasons people migrate with the paperwork

• Many of the ancestors of today’s birthright citizens would not qualify under today’s laws

• Immigration laws have restricted quotas; not everyone is eligible

• Even those who are eligible face waiting periods of 6-28 years (NOT counting backlog of 
paperwork processing which absurdly extends into the centuries)





MYTH #4

When migrants are 
detained or 

deported, the 
government is “just 
enforcing the law.”



PRODUCING A RACIALIZED 
“UNDERCLASS”

• Lots of research from economists, 
historians, and sociologists has shown 
that immigration policy towards Latinx 
migrants in the U.S. moves in cycles of 
recruitment and violent exile, depending 
on U.S. labor needs

• Mize & Swords Consuming Mexican Labor

• See also Carrasco “Invitation and Exile”



BREAKING THE LAW
… to “enforce” the law?



MYTH #5

The best way to 
advocate for 

immigrants’ rights is to 
show how much they 
contribute to America.



POSSIBLE FRAMES (NICHOLLS)

• White nationalist/xenophobic – “[unauthorized/non-white] 
immigrants don’t belong here and have no rights that 
others need respect.”

• Liberal nationalism – “Immigrants should be given a chance 
because we are a nation of immigrants-- becoming 
American doesn’t depend on how you arrive.”

• Territorial personhood – “Every person in the country has 
constitutional rights, no matter what.”

• Post-national – “Every human being has rights, including a 
right to move for survival.”


