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Abstract 
 
The present thesis investigates the role of  Mexican state agents in criminal violence against 

undocumented migrants and asks how this might be explained. The study is designed as a case study, 
empirical evidence was collected in the Municipality of  Tenosique, a town near the border in Southern 
Mexico.  The starting point of  this research interest was the apparent paradox between the theoretical and 
actual situation of  undocumented migrants in Mexico. While Mexican migration policies appear to be 
improving on paper in terms of  provision of  security as well as justice, in practice, the harm migrants 
experience in Mexico is not diminishing nor is the prosecution of  these criminal cases rising.  
 

Empirical evidence indicates that the nature of  criminal violence in which Mexican state 
representatives are engaging can be categorized in two groups: crimes that result from an extension of  legal 
state violence, and crimes explicitly intended to benefit the perpetrators.  

State agents pursue undocumented crossings by extending the legal means of  the detention 
procedures. This includes illegal persecution over long distances, an act that many times results in migrants 
injuring themselves, as well as direct physical aggression, to intimidate, bring to heel and detain migrants. 
Combining empirical research with literature review it is revealed that historically, state formation processes 
in Mexico were rather violent. Until today, violence has been perceived by state agents as essential to foster 
authority.  

Moreover, empirical observation strongly suggests state agents are involved in the commodification 
of  migrants to benefit themselves. This thesis makes the statement that a strong state-crime network in 
Mexico contributes to this violence of  the state.  

By further investigating how denounced cases of  criminal violence against undocumented migrants 
are dealt with, this thesis concludes that crimes are covered up by state agents to restore their legitimacy. 
The restoration of  state legitimacy results in locals having more negative perceptions of  migrants, which 
again leads to more harm against migrants.  

  
Based on these findings, this thesis emphasizes the need to (re)consider state agents as active 

operators of  and contributors to the perpetuation of  criminal violence. Finally, the academic argument that 
the emergence of  extensive (criminal) violence in a country can be ascribed to the state's weakness to front 
criminal groups is challenged. Moreover, correspondent societal organizations in Mexico are recommended 
to move away from pure legalistic lens as they fail to grasp what makes the abuse of  migrants possible in 
the first place.   
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Chapter 1 Introduction 
 
 

Two roads lead from the Guatemalan border to the town of  Tenosique, located in the south of  
Mexico in the state of  Tabasco. Both roads are around 60 kilometers (mostly paved), passing alongside little 
villages and fenced farmland. And both are regularly patrolled by the national migration police (INM1), 
Grupo Beta2  and local police units. Although being a remote border area, the state is very present. 
Paradoxically, cases of  people being harmed as a result of criminal violence are also found here extensively. 

 
The omnipresence of  the state is certainly 

connected to the fact that this area is the second most 
frequented border crossing3 into Mexico (cf. Map 1, 
illustrating the principal migrant routes through 
Mexico, and Map 2, listing the various state institutions 
present here). Excluding tourists and frontier runners, 
not many people use the official crossing but traverse 
the border here in a rather unofficial manner, climbing 
hills, crawling through walls and transiting rivers. The 
majority who cross in these ways comes from northern 
Central America, comprising the countries Honduras, 
El Salvador and Guatemala4, which are consistently 
heading the lists of  the most violent countries in the 
world (Suárez Enriquez, Knippen & Meyer, 2016). The 
poverty and unemployment prevailing in this region 
drive every year hundreds of  thousands of  people to 

decide to leave their hometowns and migrate (IOM, 2018). Up until the las several years, most have 
emigrated towards the north with the ultimate goal of reaching the US5. To do so, crossing Mexican territory 
ðwhether by foot or by vehicleñis inevitable. 

 
By entering Mexico without getting registered, the travelers become undocumented migrants.  

Depending on their place of  departure and their economic means, migrants will choose one of  two routes 
to reach the next travel break-point in the town of  Tenosique. To take the el Pedregal route (cf. Pic. 2) one 
starts in Guatemala and travels by boat across the border near the village of  el Pedregal. As one has to pay 
off  the smuggler and gas, this traveling style is costly but is also said to be the safer alternative. People with 
no money at all have to bypass the official border crossing at the village of el Ceibo by foot (cf. Title Picture) 
(cf. Map 3, the red lines mark the two main transit routes, the border communities I worked with are marked 
in yellow).  

The main reason why so many people cross into Mexico here (into the municipality of  Tenosique) 
is the fact that the train tracks of  the freight trains (la Bestia6), making its way up north, starts here. Still, 
today most migrants intend to use the freight train network, which stretches from the south to the north. 
While it splits into various tracks in Central Mexico, until there, the network consists of  only two lines, the 
one crossing through Tenosique and one staring in Chiapas. Another reason why many people choose 
Tenosique as their first destination in Mexico is the existence of  one of  the largest migrant shelters in 
Mexico, La 72 Hogar ð Refugio para Personas Migrantes7. This shelter is home base to this research, and is where 
the project intentionally started and where I, later on, continued to work as a social worker during the year 
2017. 

 
1 Instituto Nacional de Migración 
2 Grupo Beta is a special force created by the Mexican state to reduce the risks for vulnerable migrants by assisting them with 
information, water, and medical device. This unit is composed out of  federal, state and municipal agents (Gobierno de México, 
2018). 
3 First being Tapachula, Chiapas.  
4 92% of  the people crossing Mexico's southern border are from one of  the mentioned countries. In the Shelter La72, a great 
majority of  the people arriving is migrating from the country of  Honduras (Martinez, 2017). 
5 In recent years more and more Central Americas also decide to stay in Mexico to find employment and/or apply for asylum (Basok 
& Rojas Wiesner, 2018). 
6 Informal name for the freight train crossing Mexico. In order to move across Mexico, migrants ride on top of it. 
7 There are over fifty migrant shelters in Mexico (Vogt, 2013). 

Pic.2: Road section of  El Pedregal. 
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During my time in Tenosique, I canõt recall how many times I drove down the roads to the border, 
accompanied by colleagues or local church members. Though, I do remember that every time on our way 
back we were afraid to encounter the state in the form of  a border patrol or police car. It was unthinkable 
for us to pass by migrants walking the 60 kilometers in the blazing heat with poor footwear and not offer 
them a ride to town. But by taking in people without valid visas, we could be charged with human trafficking. 

On the whole, we were aware of  the fact that the roads were raided, arbitrarily but consistently. The 
state had been present in this area to this extent since July 2014 which was the year that the new border 
strategy, Plan Frontera Sur (the Southern Border Plan), was established by the governments of  Mexico and 
Guatemala. The primary goal of  this new migration policy was more regulated migration, and was backed 
by the US government. Still, back then, President Enrique Peña Nieto claimed that this new border 
enforcement would also serve to combat the exploitation and mistreatment of  undocumented migrants by 
the regionõs criminal groups (Presidencia de la República México, 2014). Migrants had been crossing into 
Mexico without documents for decades, and the journey had always been accompanied with severe violence. 
So, in 2017, as intended by the Plan Frontera Sur8, the agents of  the INM were patrolling the area several 
times a week, in order to detain migrants but also to generate a safer migration route. 
 

  And yet, almost everyday 
migrants arrived injured at the shelter. 
While some harm could be attributable to 
heat and bad footwear, many injuries were 
caused by persons committing an unlawful 
violent act against migrants (physically 
and/or non-physically). Local human 
rights defenders operating in this area did 
not note an effective decline of  the crimes 
committed against migrants, despite state 
efforts (Suárez Enriquez, Knippen & 
Meyer, 2017). Official figures even 
demonstrate a rise of  the criminal violence 
directed towards migrants between 2014 
and 2016 in the state of  Tabasco (cf. Fig. 
2). In the first week of  February 2019, the 
shelter in Tenosique made an unfortunate 
summary of  the first month of  the year: 
166 felonies against undocumented 
migrants, among them 1 kidnapping, 2 

rapes, and 1 murder. Tenosique can still live up to a nickname given once by an investigative Mexican 
journalist: la puerta del infierno, the door to hell (Carvajal, 2014). 
           Zooming out on a national level, we can overwhelmingly say that while the transit through Mexico 
has always been a very risky endeavor, the violence migrants have to endure has increased steadily over the 
years (UN, 2017). Doctors Without Borders states that around 70 percent of  irregular migrants to whom 
they spoke in 2017 experienced violent acts towards them along their journey (MSF, 2017). More specifically, 
Amnesty International claims that 60 percent of  women9 experience sexual assault while in Mexico (Shetty, 
2018). Furthermore, a total amount of  70 000 migrants are estimated to have gone missing since 2006 (Vogt, 
2016). Because migration offers some glimmer of  hope, even in the face of  all of  the dangers one could 
encounter, there has been no decline in the number of  people migrating (Kovic & Kelly, 2017) (Hiskey et 
al. 2016).  
  
           It is this apparent paradox between state policy that ostensibly benefits undocumented migrants and 
the recorded rise of  criminal violence against those same migrants that is the main concern of  this thesis. 
And the paradoxical situation can be amplified. On paper, the human rights conditions of  migrants have 
improved over the years and, òby contrast with what happens in countries like the United States, in Mexico 
government rhetoric talks (..) of protecting migrants and of respecting their human rightsó (Trevino-Rangel, 

 
8 Throughout this thesis I will not analyze nor assess this border enforcement strategy. 
9 Many women leave their home countries already injected with contraceptives to prevent pregnancy as they know about the high 
possibility to get raped during the journey. 

Fig. 1: Crimes against migrants in Mexico from 2014 to 2016. 
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2016, p. 302). Nevertheless, justice for migrants in Mexico is nearly absent.  
Mainly due to pressure by human rights activists, then president Felipe Calderón agreed to sign a 

new Migration Law in 2011. Worldwide, the amendment had been seen as a huge success by human rights 
activists as it guaranteed equal rights for Mexican nationals and foreigners, no matter the status of  their 
residency (Velázquez, 2018). While prior to 2011, migrants who crossed the Mexican border unofficially 
were criminally charged, which could have resulted in a ten-year prison sentence (Vogt, 2013), the new law 
stated that the unauthorized crossing is merely an administrative faux pas (CNDH, 2018). Not only was the 
act of  irregular crossing decriminalized, migrants became able to denounce crimes against them to a special 
attorney for migrant affairs while not having to fear detention and deportation. Regulated in the Plan Frontera 
Sur, in so called key areas, such as Tenosique, the department of  public prosecution had to install a special 
body intended to pursue crimes against migrants (Basok & Rojas Wiesner, 2018). To manage the 
bureaucratic procedure, La72 is providing legal assistance to migrants in the process of  denouncing crimes.  
           But again, the theoretical improvement is not effective in practice. Over the years, La72 had assisted 
in filing many criminal cases. Through detailed descriptions by migrants and some courageous community 
members, we figured out the names and addresses of  several criminals living in the border villages. Though 
we handed the information over to the local prosecution body, nobody was arrested. In all of  Mexico, only 
20% of  reported crimes are investigated (while only 1 in 5 crimes is indeed reported) and in 2%, the 
perpetrators are brought before a judge (Shirk & Wallman, 2015). This again does not imply criminal 
conviction; in fact, 99% of  the crimes brought before a judge go unpunished. The impunity rate in Mexico 
is among the highest in the world, and in Latin America it is even assumed to be the highest (Bargent, 2016). 
With respect to crimes against migrants, òwith thousands disappeared in unacknowledged crimes, it is hardly 
possible to even denounce the impunity enjoyed by the perpetratorsó (Kovic & Kelly, 2017, p. 7). Having 
spent over a year at the Southern Mexican border I can say that while La72 is following up every case if  the 
victim is willing to denounce, I did not experience any case being solved during my stay. In fact, many crimes 
are not even acknowledged, but disavowed with the argument of  the lack of  sufficient proof.  

 
The very existence of  the mentioned facts leads one to question, how is this possible? How is it possible, 

that despite Mexican migration policies improving in terms of  provision of  justice and security, the abuse 
of  undocumented migrants continues to happen to this extent, and almost absolute impunity persists.  

Out of  the interest to get to the bottom of  this paradox, I decided to construct a research project 
dedicated to investigating not only the harm resulting from the violence against undocumented migrants, 
but the patterns of  the criminal violence itself and zoom in on the perpetrators.  
 
 

1.1 Research Question(s) 
 

A great deal of  research projects are dedicated to identifying and analyzing dynamics as well as 
causes of  contemporary (criminal) violence. Depending on what field of  study the researcher is coming 
from, each research is asking diverse questions and hence highlighting different angles to describe and 
understand the emergence of  extensive violence. This thesis tries to describe and analyze violence, more 
precisely the criminal violence against migrants, by zooming in on the role of  the state in such violence.  

As I had heard and witnessed all kinds of  violent stories before deciding which course this thesis 
should ultimately take, the research is based on the hypothesis that the state contributes to the fact that so 
many migrants arrive in Tenosique with injuries or other, non-physical, harm. In addition to my own 
experience, I read articles which indeed pointed out the important role of  the state in criminal violence in 
many Latin American countries. Cruz (2016) for instance, states that while state representatives are not 
committing more crimes than other groups, their role hereby is certainly especially precarious and deserves 
more consideration. I hence constructed following research question:  
 

¶ What is the role of  Mexican state agents in criminal violence against undocumented 
migrants, and how might this be explained? 
 

           While this main research question is the guidance of  the whole research, I broke it down into sub-
questions to facilitate the answering process. The first sub-question aims to describe, categorize and analyze 
the forms of  behavior of state agents which result in the migrantsõ harm. The argument fortified by Cruz 
(2016) to categorize the direct involvement of  state agents in crime was very helpful in order to find a fitting 
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formulation:  
In which ways are state representatives executing criminal violence against      

undocumented migrants (in the municipality of  Tenosique)?  
Simply put, Cruz (2016) distinguishes in his article between violence by state agents that can be 

interpreted as a deformed version of  state policy and violence that is blatantly illegal. In examining violence 
against migrants by state agents, the findings in Tenosique will be analyzed using these two categories.   

 
 The main research question implies not only the description of  the role of  state agents in criminal 
violence, but also the search for the explanation behind the violence. Being a case study, this research not 
only attempts an in-depth analysis of  the facts on the ground but moreover pays tribute to the context (cf. 
Yin, 2014). As such, the general situation of  the entanglement between state and crime in Mexico will be 
looked into. The first sub-question will be accompanied by a second one:  

How may violent processes/history of  state formation in Mexico help explain the criminal 
nature of  this violence?  

 
 Cruz (2016) emphasizes that the state plays an important role in òthe perpetuation of criminal 
violenceó (p. 377). The third sub-question seeks to understand how state agents impede the solving of  
crimes:  

How are denounced cases of  criminal violence against undocumented migrants being 
dealt with? 

By figuring out how criminal behavior is accounted for or not, answering this question will also 
provide insight on how criminal violence by state agents is (de)legitimized. 

 
Within the set of  qualitative tools, this thesis makes use of  literature review and (participant) 

observation. Hence, the answers to the sub-questions will be supported by empirical evidence as well as 
literature study. The validity of  the empirical findings is based on the assumption that the knowledge about 
violent crime can be gained through stories seen firsthand or due to experiences, told by people affected.  
As Tenosique is a main entry point for undocumented migrants and the state is very present here (in the 
form of  the National Migration Institute (INM), police officers, military personnel, etc.) it is an ideal place 
for this kind of  investigation. Throughout this thesis, the term, migrant, refers to undocumented migrants10, 
hence to people who have crossed the border into Mexico without documenting themselves at the border 
control, in contrast to other foreigners who are migrating to Mexico. By mentioning the term state, this thesis 
is referring to a network of  people who are agents of  the state, and not to a unified actor.  Even though 
this thesis zooms in on the responsibility of  the state, it is of  course known that the violence cannot be 
ascribed to the state alone, yet it is an important approach that should be complemented by others.  
Individual motivations for criminal violence will not be minded nor addressed. Criminal violence is understood 
here as an act of  direct crime in the course of  which an aggressor and a victim can be made out. Structural 
violence, like suffering hunger or the dehumanizing of people by framing them as òillegal aliensó, will not 
be of  subject in this thesis.  

 

 

1.2 Academic Relevance 
 

There has been much research around explanations as to why the state is failing to impede the 
(criminal) violence and is unable to provide security for the people residing in its territory. In fact, a debate 
has emerged, with studies arguing that the emergence of  extensive (criminal) violence in a country has to 
be ascribed to the state's weakness to front criminal groups on the one side, and on the other side are 
theories that see the failure to impede violence as being based on the fact that the state is actually and 
willingly involved in criminal wheeling and dealing. Accordingly, present research will build on these 
investigations and critically explore them.  
 

A wide range of  academics (Correa-Cabera, Keck & Nava, 2015; Correa-Cabrera, 2014; Pedigo, 
2011; Flores-Marcías, 2018) assume that due to the absence of  institutional state strength, criminal 
organizations are able to establish a reign of  violence in so-called black spots and safe heavens, and thus 

 
10 There is no distinction made between refugees and economic migrants. 
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actively challenge the rule of  law and the state legitimacy. Correa-Cabrera, for instance, mentions in her 
study that òa number of analysts believe that the state in Tamaulipas [North Mexico] has gradual loss of 
the òmonopoly on violenceó (2014, p. 424) (cf. Correa-Cabera, Keck & Nava, 2015). In line with her, Pedigo 
claims that òstate failure in Mexico is caused by the power of  drug cartels, which have undermined the 
stateõs monopoly on the legitimate use of forceó (2011, p. 111). Flores-Marc²as argues that òdrug trafficking 
organizations (DTOs) have emerged as the most dangerous threat to Latin American statesó (2018, p. 1). 
According to her not only the monopoly of  violence but also the extraction of  revenue is taken over by 
organized crime. 

The proposed solution of  such debates often demands the fostering of  state presence and 
strengthening of  state institutions as the first measure to front crime and gain back control over so-called 
ungoverned spaces to once again establish peace, law, and order (Maihold & Hochmüller 2013). Academics 
in the tradition of  Fukuyama (2004) argue that the òwestern worldó has a responsibility in intervening and 
assisting weak states to gain back its sovereignty, as those states moreover pose great risks to international 
security and order (Beehner, 2018; Couch & British Army, 2013).   

Pointing out the incompetence of  states to deal with crime, such approaches assume that installing 
new, better state programs and/or changing existing state institutions would òcurb violence (...) and would 
eventually lead to a political order less conducive to social violenceó (Cruz, 2016, p. 377). 

 
In contrast to these assumptions, other academics adamantly refuse a fixed dichotomy between 

state and crime. They point at connections and entanglements of  state and crime and the fact that specific 
state formation was/is benefiting from the evolution of  criminal organizations. Shirk & Wallman (2015) for 
instance state, that to properly understand the (criminal) violence in a country, it is required to extensively 
explore the actual role and involvement of  the state in those practices.  

Again other academics are even driving the argument further by asking how crime originates from 
state agentsõ behavior/state formation processes at first. Cruz (2016) criticizes that while some academics 
correctly point to the entanglement of the state and crime relationship (for instance in Mexico), they still 
credit the state with a predominant marginal and passive role, assuming that organized crime has successfully 
infiltrated state institutions, political offices as well as police departments (cf. Morton, 2012). Aguierre & 
Herrera, for instance, state that òthe level of corruption of local governments (..) place the police and the 
entire apparatus of local government at the service of drug cartelsó (2016, p. 658). Consequently, this 
perspective attributes the state a passive role as being compelled, influenced, blackmailed and corrupted.  

This thesis concurs with Cruz (2016) and asks in which ways the state and its representatives are 
acting criminally autonomously. Such a perspective will provide new insights on how criminal violence is 
maintained, backed up and masterminded by state(s) (representatives) in the first place.  

 
 

1.3 Societal Relevance 
 

In Mexico, different activist groups and humanitarian organizations are working on the ground 
trying to make a change for the better in assisting migrants. Hereby they listen to the advice of  the several 
NGOs operating from the Mexican capital, dedicated to the causes and effects of  the violence towards 
migrants. While there is very little academic literature on the abuse of  migrants in Mexico, human rights 
organizations (Mexican as well as international) have written a lot on the issue. Trevino-Rangel (2017) speaks 
even of  mushroomed interested in migrant matters in Mexico. Most of  these NGOs, in line with the rare 
academic literature (cf. Kovic & Kelly, 2017; Vogt, 2013, 2016; Bibler Coutin, 2005; Galemba, 2017), point 
to the border enforcement processes and to the absence of  migrant rights within the Mexican territory, 
when searching for explanations for the increased suffering of  migrants (cf. MSF, 2017; Shetty, 2018 
(Amnesty International); Human Rights Watch, 2016).  

This approach assumes that the state is shaping criminal violence against migrants primarily through 
its migration policy. First, because the securitization process, the militarizing of  the border, transferred 
Mexico into a vertical border. Since Plan Frontera Sur was implemented, undocumented migrants not only 
have to fear detention when crossing the actual national border, but can now be caught everywhere in 
Mexico as the migration police has been amplified. These structural factors facilitate the abuse as migrants 
are forced to take on more obscure routes where criminals have an easy play on them. The state is seen as 
a passive player making the abuse possible while other criminals are the active abusers. Secondly, it is argued 
that the specific migration policy makes discrimination and abuse of  migrants more socially acceptable.  
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The authors previously mentioned and with them many NGOs advocate for new and better migrant 
laws, which uphold common human rights.  

 
The presumption inherent in these approaches is that by a change of  the migration policy, the 

violence would disappear or at least drop significantly. In contrast to such a legalistic approach, (he uses the 
word magical legalism) Trevino-Rangel (2016) argues, that it is too simple to suggest that òupon the 
disappearance of securitization in migration policy (é), the situation of undocumented foreigners in 
Mexico will improveó (Trevino-Rangel, 2016, p. 302). He hints at two important points which seem to be 
forgotten by many human rights organizations in Mexico. First, there is no proof  as to how the border 
enforcement really shapes criminal violence. Secondly, while it is important and necessary to talk about the 
bordering and othering of  human beings that come along with migration policies, on paper, the new laws 
and enforcements were beneficial to migrants. The migration law of  2011 is seen as an example worldwide 
in protecting the human rights of  migrants (González-Murphy, 2013). Moreover, the overall rhetoric on 
migrants in Mexico is said to be by far not as hostile as for instance in the US (Trevino-Rangel, 2017).  
 

The findings of  this thesis can help assess the appropriateness of  such approaches. Locating this 
research in the middle of  this debate, it will provide new insights and deliver new adapted recommendations. 
By focusing on the direct role of  state agents, this thesis can complete the existing literature and provide 
new insights on direct perpetrators that have not received much attention yet by human rights defenders 
and activists alike. The renowned Mexican Professor and human rights activist, Sergio Aguayo, stated that 
to front the violence, we have to first understand it (2015). Human rights defenders, especially, can profit 
from more detailed knowledge as they are the first ones in denouncing the phenomena. 
 
 

1.4 Outline  
 

The second chapter is going to lay out analytical approaches that I consider appropriate to better 
understand the connection of  the concepts of  state and (criminal) violence. While these analytical lenses 
define how to interpret the research data, chapter three will name the research strategy and illustrate by 
means of  what evidences provided by whom and from where the data was collected in the first place. As I, 
the author, were an engaged actor working in a migrant shelter besides being a researcher, the reflection will 
form an important part of  chapter three, and include viewpoints on objectivity, bias and power imbalance. 

Chapter four is describing how Mexican state agents are direct operators of criminal violence 
against undocumented migrants. In order to understand and explain the empirical findings collected in 
Tenosique these are brought together with academic literature discussing violent processes/history of  state 
formation in Mexico. Chapter five will lay open how state agents precede with denounced cases of  criminal 
violence against migrants. In a second step this chapter is connecting the empirical observations with 
academic literature addressing how state agents are restoring authority and state legitimacy.  
 Finally, chapter six not only summarizes the main points of  this study project but furthermore 
looks again into the academic as well as societal contribution of  this research and provides recommenda-
tions for further research on this topic.   
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Chapter 2 Analytical Approach 
 
 

The selection and presentation of  the analytical lenses is a first step in turning the concept of  the 
state and its participation in (criminal) violence into something measurable, something that can be grasped (and 
ultimately collected). Before coming to speak about how the connection between state and criminal violence 
can be classified, we should first determine these two pivotal concepts further.  

 
Latin America is one of  the most violent regions in the world (Müller, 2018). In the past, violence 

in Latin America has been predominantly connected to military dictatorships and their aim of  political 
repression (Müller, 2018). It seemed like every sign of  rebellion was combated instantly. In Mexico, the 
highlight was certainly the massacre of  Tlatelolco. In 1968, shortly before Mexico was supposed to host the 
Olympics, students and opposition members came together in Mexico City protesting the corruption of  the 
authoritarian system. This day hundreds of  people were murdered under the command of  president Díaz 
Ordaz (Hernández, 2011). Until today, nobody was held accountable. The state violence was ordered from 
high above, and state agents were òjustó executing orders, acting according to a state paradigm.  

Around two decades ago, the violence in Latin America changed its features; ònew manifestations 
of violence were erupting, going beyond the qualification ôpoliticalõó (Pearce, 2010, p. 287). Nevertheless, 
òthe stateó is not only a bystander of this new violence.  

The contemporary violence in many Latin American countries is mainly of  a criminal nature (Müller, 
2018). Criminal violence referees to a felony which is, besides being against the law in a certain country and 
hence implies certain consequences, intentionally directed at one or more persons (cf. Derriennic, 1972; 
Galtung & Höivik, 1971). It has to be pointed out, that this study is aware of  the fact that laws and state 
structures are man-made and don't exist independent from humans. Nevertheless, once a constitution, or a 
law, is established, it becomes a reality. The misuse of the law has òa real existence independent of how [it 
is] constructedó (Maxwell, 2011, p. 149) (cf. Sayer, 2006). Consequently, the violation of the law can be 
grasped and named. Whether or not these laws are just and reasonable does not matter in this context. One 
example: Violence against undocumented migrants can also be found in accordance with the securitization 
process. Some would argue, that the detention and deportation of  people is per se a violent act. In this thesis 
however, as this is an acknowledged state policy, this will not be considered as criminal violence against 
migrants. 

When bringing state and violence together, most research talks about the state as a unified actor. 
State violence that is ordered from above, like the described incidents in Mexico City, can be explained this 
way. But the assumption, that state violence always is against one victim group due to ethical, political or 
racial reasons and òexecuted as top-down state action, where a selected group of  government elites 
mobilizes and orchestrates large numbers and groups of  perpetrators, building on the common motivation 
of hatred against another groupó (Karstedt, 2016, p. 5) does not fit in the context of  criminal violence.   

In contrast, Gerlach (2006) understands the state, rather than as a unified actor, as a network made 
up by individual persons who are operating in its different state sectors, hence acting in the role of  
representatives of  the state (Gupta, 2006). The concept of  extremely violent societies alludes to conceive 
state functionaries as operators of  criminal acts among other persecutor groups. Nevertheless, as Gerlach 
points out, all these groups are influenced and manipulated by state formation processes (Gerlach, 2006).  

 
This thesis focuses particularly on criminal state violence done by state agents. The direct abuse of  

a person is not done by the state itself, as it is an abstract construct, but instead by simple local officers 
representing it. To better understand and moreover categorize my empirical evidence, I had to find 
approaches assisting me in categorizing criminal state violence. I made use of  first academic literature linking 
criminal (state) violence to misused state authority and second I brought together approaches classifying 
criminal (state) violence according to its link to criminal non-state structures. What also plays an important 
role is the legitimatization process of  this state violence in order not to lose authority.  
 
 

2.1 Criminal Violence and how it relates to Legal Violence 
 

In every consolidated state, its representatives are enabled to execute legal state violence. This authority 
given to state agents can be extended by the same, i.e. legal violence can be deformed resulting in law 
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enforcement with illegal means or in other words, in criminal state violence.  
 
Citizens agree to a social contract with their state. They accept being ruled in exchange for law and 

order. This state rule may include violence, whereas this violence is perceived as legitimate as long as it 
benefits law and order.  

One of  the main tasks of  a constitutional state is to ensure the well-ordered coexistence of  the 
inhabitants, hence the provision of  security and order. To be able to execute this task, the citizens11 of  a 
democratic country authorize the state12, respectively the executive power of  the state, to exclusively use 
violence legally in order to detain those who disturb the order and are hence a threat to common security. 
Hereby it is important that the violence the state is allowed to execute is perceived as just and fair by its 
citizens (Funk, 2003). Therefore, what is considered a disturbance of  common security is recorded as laws. 
Hence, a state makes laws and has to ensure that these laws are complied with. Under these circumstances, 
instead of  being forced to obey, civilians have self-interest and willingly do so to be protected by law and 
order (Levi, Sacks & Tyler 2009). òUltimately, the people grant the state the right to rule over them in return 
for the state providing security from civil disorder and waró (Milliken & Kraus, 2002 p. 758).  

State agents can also rule by taking authority by force. Nevertheless, if  a state is not seen as legitimate 
by its citizens it is always in danger of  falling into rebellion (Tyler et al. 2007). òWithout some degree of 
societal acceptance, any effort to institutionalize a state monopoly of physical violence is doomed to failó 
(Funk, 2003, p. 1058). Therefore, having legitimacy is a much more convenient approach to control people 
than physical force and is hence sought after by the state (representatives).  

Even if  a state possesses legitimacy, hence a government is elected by its citizens and officially rules 
in their name, the legitimacy can be challenged. According to Levi, Sacks & Tyler (2009), this is especially 
so if  state agents deform the right to legitimately execute violence and fail to implement the rule of  law. 
When state functionaries apply òlaws unevenly or target certain groups, disobedience is likely to increaseó 
(Levi, Sacks & Tyler, 2009, p. 360). Same goes for the law enforcement. If  people believe that laws will be 
enforced, they are more willing to obey and comply with them. òCitizens living in countries with systemic 
corruption will continue to ask themselves why they should pay taxes if the tax collectors steal their fundó 
(Levi, Sacks & Tyler, 2009, p. 359).  

 
While allowed to execute violence, state agents are also subject to the law, in other words, legal violence 

has its limits. Pointing to the thin line between legal and illegal violence, Cruz (2016) highlights that state 
agents in Latin America continuously extend the limit to achieve a certain state policy and deal with crime. 
Legitimacy assessments though, are always subjective. While state agents may consider some violence as 
legitimate in order to keep up law and order, citizens or those targeted by the violence might have a different 
opinion.  

Literature on Latin America suggests that, historically, state (formation) processes have been rather 
violent. This violence is legitimized by state agents as needed to protect law and order: showing authority 
by violent means is seen to contribute to the legitimacy of  the state. According to Pearce (2010), most Latin 
American states are not building their legitimacy on the protection of  citizen rights and the absence of  
crime, but on armed encounters with criminal actors, hence the existence of  crime and violence. Pearce 
(2010) calls this reversed legitimacy. In the name of  providing security for the citizens, the state responds 
òwith new forms of order, violently imposed, to win its authorityó (p. 289). Over time these anti-crime 
procedures can become accepted tools. With Mexico leading the way, many Latin American countries have 
militarized their strategies in the name to combat crime. Müller (2018) points out that some Latin American 
democracies even extended the state violence of  their authoritarian predecessors. As a consequence, whole 
policies can be stretched without being anchored in law by referring to the term òstate emergencyó. Cruz 
(2016) highlights in this matter the war on drugs in Mexico, in which framework the torture and extra-
judicial killings are widespread state procedures. Even though illegal by law, many state representatives do 
not question it.  
 

To determine what could be termed as an extension of  legal force, one has to know about the legitimate 
use of  violence, hence what is allowed in order to stop and deter criminal behavior. Slack et. al. (2016) 

 
11 This also accounts for migrants respectively non-citizens. The Mexican state legislation has recognized undocumented migrants 
as being equal to Mexican citizens, hence while they have to obey the Mexican law, they are also protected by it. 
12 While the state refers in general to a political arrangement and its representatives in general, the government is changing over 
the years and is hence temporary. 
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mention the chasing of  migrant groups through the desert by US border patrol agents, an act that is 
òscattering and separating the migrantsó (p. 15). While this is done in the framework of the US policy to 
deter illegal border crossings, it is an illegal procedure, forbidden by law because it increases the risks of  
migrants hurting themselves on the run or, due to being separated from the group, ending up alone in the 
desert without orientation. The state agents overstepping the boundaries of  legal violence results in people 
getting harmed. The study suggests that US state agents use rampant abuse and violence purposefully to 
undertake border enforcement strategies: òPain, suffering, and trauma [are used] as deterrents to 
undocumented migrationó (Slack et. al. 2016, p. 8). Other examples for the òextension of the institutional 
mandateó (Slack et. al. 2016, p. 20) are the detention of criminals with immense force, torture during 
interrogations e.g. to exact confessions from suspects as well as extra-judicial killings of  supposedly 
dangerous criminals.  

Regarding the aforementioned legitimacy, which is pivotal for the existence of  a constitutional state, 
representatives of  the state have to justify the severe state violence against criminal behavior. Therefore, the 
construction of  a criminal òotheró can become a driving factor in one country's security governance (Jenss, 
2018). Violence is actually legitimized by state agents by officially claiming that migrants are dangerous. 
Gerlach points out that every violence can be justified by pointing out the dangerous character of  the other 
side, so that òpeople can identify with mass violence, demand it, find it necessary or even urgentó (Gerlach, 
2006, p. 463). Continuously state agents create an image that needs severe measures to be done. The primary 
tool, therefore, is the language about the other side, in the case of  Slack et al. (2016) migrants, who are 
stigmatized with the end goal to normalize forceful detention.  

 
In conclusion, we are dealing here with a cyclic phenomenon. The overstepping of  the legal violence 

seems to be inherent in the state apparatus of  Latin American countries.  State agents perceive violence to 
be necessary, and hence legitimate in their eyes, to look for order and law. This extension of  the legal limits 
of  force has to be justified and accepted by the population. State agents therefore open a public discourse 
about the need for severe measures to guarantee the law.  

It would be interesting to find out if  the violence by state agents found in Tenosique is mostly an illegal 
continuation of  a political goal or if  they are primarily acting criminally for purely private interests. 
 
 

2.2 Connection between State Violence and Criminal Violence 
 

There is a tendency in Latin America for state and criminal violence to be intertwined, which adds to 
the criminal violence on the part of  state agents. The objective of  such a state-crime entanglement òis not 
a distorted understanding of public security but the preservation and enhancement of criminal enterprisesó 
(Cruz, 2016, p. 385). Literature points out that this trend should be understood in the framework of  
particular state formation trajectories, as they were closely connected to the evolution of  criminal 
organizations.  
 

A lot of  academic literature suggests that in order to grasp and delimit criminal violence executed by 
state agents in the framework of  a state-crime entanglement, we have to widen the perspective and take a 
look at decisive state formation processes (Cruz, 2016; Müller, 2018; Pearce, 2010; Pansters, 2018). The 
state-crime network in many Latin American countries was established in the past and still exists today, even 
if  in different appearances (Müller, 2018). The concept of  extremely violent societies urges us to re-
contextualize the violence within its larger framework (Gerlach, 2006). Even though criminal violence within 
an extremely violent society is understood to be done by state agents not according to a paradigm of  the 
state but òas actors with their independent motives, interests and pursuitsó (Karstedt 2016, 6), the execution 
of  mass violence by different groups is seen as being shaped by the context of  state formation. In the case 
of  the criminal violence in Latin America, Pearce (2010) argues that òin many countries, it is the very 
trajectory of  the state-formation process which has facilitated this rapid reproduction of violenceó (p. 286).  
Cruz (2016) highlights, that the participation of  state agents in the production of  criminal violence has to 
be ascribed to the òparticular mode of state development in Latin Americaó (p. 375). Hence, we can spot a 
state-crime network when dismantling decisive state formation processes. It will be interesting to find out 
about the evolution of  organized crime in Mexico and the role of  the state hereby.  
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Over the years, Western-centric approaches, which have ò[a] flawed assumption about state 
uniformityó (Nay, 2013, p. 333) along the lines of òone-size-fits-all generic state-building policiesó (p. 333), 
have been challenged by a wide range of  academics (Staniland, 2012; Vu, 2010; Verkoren & Kamphuis, 2013; 
Jüde, 2018). All these researchers claim that the European state-building template has not been successfully 
transferred to other regions, not because the states have yet to pass through the historical process, but 
because they have distinct historical and geographical conditions (Verkoren & Kamphuis, 2013). While 
acknowledging that many Latin American states have developed differently, we can recognize that many 
countries have gone through a political transformation from authoritarianism to democratic governance, 
but the state13 here never possessed the monopoly on violence in the first place, like the European model 
suggests (Müller, 2018).  Hereby the monopoly was not lost nor was it installed wrongly; it was always 
knowingly shared with criminal non-state actors, a willing decision by state functionaries. òState elites have 
built implicit alliances with local landowners, caciques and political bosses to preserve the authority of  the 
status quo. Rather than see this as a loss or absence of  the monopoly on violence, (..) the state has never 
aspired to exercise such a monopoly, welcoming these indirect alliancesó (Pearce, 2010, p. 298).  

In many Latin American countries, general state formation processes were closely entangled with the 
rise of  criminal groups. Even though democratic institutions were installed, the authoritarian elite and their 
networks were not erased (Cruz, 2016). Alliances were created to retain territorial supremacy. This way, the 
power of  the state elite was secured. Hence, political practices (such as the monopoly of  violence) are 
executed outside the framework of what is perceived to be òthe stateó according to western standards. When 
democracy òwas broughtó to Latin American countries, the authoritarian leftovers, like clientelism and 
òpatronage-based political systemsó (Cruz, 2016, p. 377) did not disappear. òPolitical transitions could not 
transform the ways in which the state relates to its citizens, provides security and upholds the legal order 
because they could not transform (é) the localized order that perpetuates violenceó (ibid., p. 377). The 
implementation of  democracy in some Latin American countries lead even to a rise of  violence. Pearce 
(2010) highlights the fact that democratic processes of  state formation foster violence rather than diminish 
it. 

 
The close ties between state and crime still prevails today. This is adding to the prevalence of  criminal 

violence in Latin America. The alliance goes beyond the mere covering up for non-state criminals, but òmany 
of  these activities are coordinated from police stations, mayoral offices, parliamentary seats, and even 
presidential palacesó (Cruz, 2016, p. 385). The state is not just a partner in, but also a primary perpetrator 
of  crime. These coalitions of  state and non-state actors with political as well as criminal interests are called 
crime-governance manifestations, as coined by Pansters (2018). It is a productive collusion to accomplish specific 
goals. Violence is part of  this nexus. The òcriminal stateó gains from the trafficking of arms, drugs and 
human beings (Pearce, 2010). It will be interesting to investigate what this connection between state and 
crime looks like in Mexico. Are the characteristics in Tenosique representative of  the overall state-crime 
Nexus in Latin America?  

 
Surveys indicate that an estimated average of  over 40% of  Latin American citizens distrust state 

representatives, especially police forces (Cruz, 2016). The state legitimacy is challenged, not least because of  
the state-crime entanglement.  

Instead of  carrying a penalty, crimes of  criminals, be it state agents themselves or their civil partners, 
are covered up by the state. The covering up does not only refer to an absent investigation and the high 
impunity rate. While seeking legitimacy, state representatives search for culprits to blame. In the context of  
the state-crime network, the state identifies criminals, particularly young men (gang members, etc.) and gets 
its legitimacy over the claim to combat them, while the big criminal players are spared, as they form part of  
the state alliances (Pearce, 2010). Pearce (2010) explains that in countries like Honduras and El Salvador, 
where the official debate attributes most of  the violence to young gang members, actually less than 10% of  
the homicides can be attributed to them, concluding that òthe source of much of the violence is likely to 
be in more sophisticated transnational crime syndicates often enjoying various levels of state protectionó (p. 
299). Pearce (2010) argues that this results in negligence on the part of  the state in addressing criminal 
behavior, leading to the òunrule of law in contemporary Latin American democraciesó (M¿ller, 2018, p. 
174). This leads again to the fact that the boundaries of  legal violence are being stretched against small scale 
criminals (cf. chapter 2.1). The result is the justification of  the severe measures with new policies. Examples 

 
13

 Cruz (2016) states that the only exceptions are Chile, Costa Rica and Uruguay. 
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in Latin America are various so-called zero tolerance policies.  
It would be interesting to investigate if  the Mexican state is not only engaging in violence directly 

but also covering up the criminal behavior of  its allies in Tenosique and hence contributing to the perpet-
uation of  criminal violence against undocumented migrants.  
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Chapter 3 Research Strategy 
 
 
 A researcher ought to clarify which evidence (from who and from where) are perceived as valid 
indicators for the key variables (which are named by the research question(s)) (de Vaus, 2001). Hence, this 
chapter illustrates the data collecting and analyzing process in detail and is moreover reflecting these 
processes. But first, it will begin by introducing the overall research approach as well as research methods.  
 

This thesis is laid out as a case study, the framework of  which is a data set compiled using qualitative 
methods. The research was conducted in an inductive manner: I became acquainted with the phenomena 
on the ground before theories helped me to understand the observations I made (Creswell, 2013; de Vaus, 
2001). 
 Case studies are first and foremost intensive observations of  a phenomena and/or event (Yin, 2014; 
Creswell, 2013). As this observation can be made using different models, it is important to state that here 
that a òdetailed examination of a single exampleó (Flvybjerg, 2006, p. 220) is being executed. The findings 
of  this single case study can later be used to provide a hypothesis for other cases (cf. Flvybjerg, 2006).  
 In the vein of a case study, data should be obtained òthrough detailed, in-depth (..) collectionó and 
involve òmultiple sources of informationó (Creswell, 2013, p. 97) in order to ensure the research is reliable. 
To the contrary, as many academics think, a case study research is not limited to qualitative methods (Yin, 
2014). Nevertheless, I chose qualitative methods as tools to obtain the data required by the sub-questions. 
The qualitative approach perceives all stories to be of  value, even if  there is just one example. Hence it 
òempowers the individualsó (Creswell, 2013, p. 48) as their story is being heard somehow. Within the toolbox 
of  qualitative research, and with respect to the required triangulation, literature study and (participant) 
observation were chosen to be valid methods (Yin, 2014). 
 The main part of  my data set was acquired through participant observation and notes from informal 
conversations. Having been on the ground for over 12 months these methods are fit to explore the case in 
its òreal-life contemporary bounded system over timeó (Creswell, 2013, p. 97) and provide an in-depth 
coverage.  As such, most of  the time I did not just use direct but rather participant observation (Yin, 2014). 
Working within the humanitarian space of  a migrant shelter, which is a very political space, I got to know 
the basic facts about the situation of  the migrants and the potential aggressors through my work. In her 
ethnographic work on the emotions of  immobilized migrants, Wendy A. Vogt (2012) argues that the 
experience of  living in a Mexican migrant shelter and becoming immobile herself  gave her great insight into 
the migrant experience. Not only did I get significant insight into the actor-network structures due to 
informal conversations, but I myself  experienced the proneness to criminal violence by part of  the state on 
many times.  
 
 

3.1 The Data Set 
 
 At first, interacting with my data set was a very challenging undertaking. I left Mexico with a 
considerable set of  notes but, as I have to admit, not with a very structured one. During my stay, I primarily 
focused on my role as a social worker, a fact that caused the research to fade from the spotlight. Nevertheless, 
as I had still written down many notes during work meetings, kept a personal as well as work journal and 
had many more memories in my mind, I started to work òmy data from the ground upó (Yin, 2014 p. 136).  
 Soon I realized that I wanted to focus on collecting evidence of  the relation between state 
representatives and abuses against migrants. Academic articles I read contemporaneously helped me to 
figure out an interesting question to able to be answered by the data at hand and fit to guide a research paper. 
 Before coming to speak about the data collection as well as analysis process, I briefly want to come 
back to finish converting the ambiguous notions inherent in the main question into values, whose collection 
by the chosen methods becomes comprehensible (de Vaus, 2001). 
 

3.1.1 Operationalization 
 
 The research question guiding this thesis contains three very abstract notions: state, criminal 
violence and undocumented migrants. As these concepts are charged with many definitions, it is an 
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important step to explain the meaning that this thesis ascribes to the terms. While the terms state as well as 
criminal violence have been broadly discussed and broken down in the previous chapter, and therefore will be 
addressed here only marginally, the concept undocumented migrant needs further explanation. 
 
 Throughout this thesis, the term migrant refers to undocumented migrants. In line with McNevin, I 
refer to this term ònot in the sense of people whose movements are ôunauthorizedõ. Asylum seekers, for 
example, have rights to cross borders under international law, regardless of  their documentation. I use the 
term rather to refer to those people whose movements are increasingly cast as illegitimate and/or unwanted 
(é)ó (2013: 183). While other foreigners present themselves at the border control, Central Americans fear 
rejection. They can only enter Mexico with a passport, and in the Central American countries, getting a 
passport is expensive, which is why many people donõt possess one. While McNevin speaks of  irregular 
migrants, I prefer the term undocumented. She further states that some irregular migrants òhave crossed 
borders ôillegallyõ, while others have overstayed visasó (2013: 183). Principally this thesis speaks of  people 
who have not yet received any document. This fact can be ascribed to the geographical location where the 
empirical research was carried out. It is just not possible to apply for documents before reaching Tenosique. 
Moreover, if  people had documents, they could easily adapt to another traveling style, such as using busses 
legally. There are particular vulnerabilities resulting from being undocumented. Camarillo (2018) for 
instance argues that migrants are an easy target for organized crime if  their status is undocumented as 
criminals (e.g. bus drivers who extort them) count on their fear to report the crimes to state agents.  
 
 While the term state agents comprises many professions, in this empirical research it is exclusively 
used to refer to agents of  the migration police, military personal, local police officers and employees at the 
local public attorneyõs office. As most of  the executive officers wear uniforms, they were recognizable for 
me as well as for my informants. In contrast to other state agents like police officers, agents of  the migration 
police were usually transferred from elsewhere in Mexico and did not originally come from the area, which 
made it easier for local villagers to recognize.  

 
This research focusses on abuses of  intentional physical and/or psychological violence where a 

victim (group) and an aggressor (group) can be identified. This is in contrast to indirect violence, which 
does not target specific individuals. Criminal violence is hence understood to be first of  all, direct personal 
violence, and secondly a violent act that is against the law and implies certain consequences (Derriennic, 
1972; Galtung & Höivik, 1971).  

In order to narrow down the possible violent crimes, I used the registration questions of  the shelter 
as a guideline. The formalities of  the shelter require the migrant to take part in a questionnaire before being 
allowed to pass into the shelter. The interrogation is done for security reasons as well as for the staff  to 
know how to best address the needs of  the arrived person. Therefore, every person is asked to name the 
reasons for his/her departure and possible incidents of  criminal violence on the way to the shelter. This 
thesis, just as the questionnaire of  the migrant shelter, considers a range of  incidents to be categorized as 
criminal violence: physical (e.g. beatings, assault, theft, abduction, rape and abduction) or non-physical 
aggression (verbal aggression, extortion, fraud). 

 

3.1.2 Collection and Sampling 
 
 The key elements of  the data-set were not chosen based on criteria involving the informants, but 
according to the information they were carrying about the statesõ relation to criminal violence. In the 
tradition of a purposeful sampling approach, I chose òinformation-rich cases that best provide insight into 
the research questions and (..) convince the audience of the researchó (Emmel, 2014, p. 33). These stories 
were collected in and around Tenosique from January to December 2017. I either witnessed them myself  
or they were told to me by migrants themselves, colleagues, local community members. In the following 
section, the locations and the informants of  these information-rich stories will be introduced. 
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The migrant shelter La72 in 
Tenosique was my base during the whole 
investigation and was the primary location 
of  data collection14. The municipality has 
always been an important transit junction. 
Since its foundation in 2011 until the end 
of  2017, the shelter has received over 
70.000 persons, making it one of  the most 
commonly passed through migrant 
shelters in Mexico. Every day, around 100, 
up to even 500 people are hosted inside 
the shelter. Besides various dormitories 
(sub-divided for men, women, 
unaccompanied minors and LGBT-
members) a large kitchen area, a huge 
backyard, a small pharmacy and office area 
and the international NGO Doctors 

Without Borders/Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) is based inside the shelter (employed by a social worker, 
a physician and two psychologists). Picture 3 shows the entrance area of  the shelter with the office area on 
the right, and in picture 4 we can see the dining hall and a part of  the backyard. To further introduce the 
shelter, I want to use a quote by Oscar Martinez about the same migrant shelter which has written in the 
year that I was also present there.  
  òEl albergue, como todos, no es un hotel de lujo. Es un lugar donde migrantes voluntarios cocinan con le¶a. 
Sopa de pollo, pasta, frijoles, lo que abunde. Es un lugar donde hay horarios para levantarse y acostarse. Donde, cuando hay 
casa llena, se dormirá en colchonetas en el suelo, cuerpo contra cuerpo. Hay necesidades en los albergues, porque atienden a 
miles de personas cada año y dependen de donaciones. Pero los albergues como este son, sobre todo, espacios donde los migrantes 
vuelven a respiraró15 (Martinez, O., 2017). 
 
 During the first three months, one of  my 
main tasks was registering migrants when they first 
arrived, the process to which I already referred in the 
previous section. Reading between the lines was 
essential here, not only in order to detect smugglers 
but also to detect abuses that migrants would not 
openly talk about. Besides registration, I worked on 
pharmacy duty, curing blisters as well as handing out 
medicine and clothes. In addition, I supervised the 
communication area (receiving phone calls and 
recording internet turns). All in all, I spent my first 
months in close company with the other people 
staying at the shelter, while sitting and chatting 
together at lunch and nighttime or while curing 
blisters of  strangers, hearing stories about their journey. 
 
 After my time as a regular volunteer and before I began to work in the humanitarian assistance 
sector, I replaced a colleague for 2 months in the human rights sector and contemporaneously gave short 
presentations in several border communities (12 to be exact). 

 
14 In 2011, the shelter was founded by the Franciscan Order.  Prior to the founding, there was an increase in people crossing the 
municipality as well as several severe murders of  migrants in the southern region as well as in other parts of  Mexico. Noteworthy 
is without doubt the massacre of  72 migrants in August 2010 who were slaughtered in San Fernando, State of Tamaulipas, in the 
north of Mexico. The Shelter was named in remembrance of the 72 people. When òthe migrant shelteró or òLa72ó is mentioned, 
this shelter is being addressed. 
15 òThe shelter like many others, is not a luxury hotel. It is a place where migrant volunteers cook with wood. Chicken soup, noodles, 
beans, depending on what is available. It is a place where there is a schedule for getting up and going to sleep. A Place, where, when 
there is a full house, one has to sleep on mattresses on the floor, body next to body. There are many needs in the shelters, because 
they host thousands of  people every year, and because they completely rely on donations. But shelters like this are, before all, places 
where migrants are able to breathe againó (free translation by the author).  

Pic. 3: Entrance area of  the Migrant Shelter La72.  

Pic. 4: Dining Hall of  the Migrant Shelter La72.  
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 In the area of  human rights, the shelter provides assistance to migrants during their asylum process 
as well as during their denouncement procedure. The cases of  violence that had been detected during the 
initial registration process were channeled to the same human rights department. My job was to inform the 
people about their right to denounce the abuse and to apply for the humanitarian visa. If  issued, a 
humanitarian visa first acknowledges the fact that the person had been abused on Mexican territory and 
second allows her/him to stay in the country for as long as the case has not been closed.  Nevertheless, we 
also informed the people that it is unlikely for the state to issue these humanitarian visas. Still, a lot of  people 
handed in their application and waited for up to half  a year to get the response. During the whole process, 
we accompanied them. 
 Of  course, some stories of  abuses were never told.  One time, during my first months, I was 
conducting the entrance interview with a woman who had just arrived with her little daughter. I donõt know 
how, but I noticed that something was not quite right. Still, I had to ask her several times until she finally 
told me that she had been raped. Even then, I had a hard time convincing her to agree to go to the physician16. 
In many other cases, we found out about the abuse days later when people approached us voluntarily. Talking 
to other people in the shelter inspired confidence in our work.   

 
At the same time, I gave small presentations (cf. pic. 5), in front of  up to 30 community members, 

containing stories about the shelter and the vulnerability of  the migrants, who pass daily through their 
villages (all along the el Pedregal route, cf. again Map 3). This was done in the context of  the monthly church 

service in the villages. The shelter, being a 
Catholic institution itself, has strong ties to 
the local Franciscan church. Therefore, the 
priests, Fray Bernardo and Fray Mario, agreed 
to take me with them and donate some time 
of  the church service for our request. After 
my presentation, which was mainly about 
how the villagers could help the passing 
migrants (what they legally could and could 
not do) I handed out our phone numbers and 
people were given the opportunity to ask 
questions and raise concerns. During these 
talks, I gained a lot of  information from the 
local population. The goal was to raise 

awareness as well as to gradually build ties with the border communities. One Saturday afternoon, a man 
arrived at the shelter telling us his cousin, who had been raped on the way, stayed behind in the village, 
Guadalupe Victoria (cf. Map 3) with her kids, unable to continue to walk. We immediately got into the car. 
Seeing me, the family who had taken her in, told me they attended my presentation. This was a breakthrough 
moment confirming the importance of  building ties with the locals. 
 
 For the last 7 months of  my stay I managed the humanitarian assistance sector. That included the 
health area (working together with MSF, managing the pharmacy, asking for donations in the local hospitals, 
managing hospital stays), the cleanliness area (looking after the implementation of  communal clean-up) and 
the communication area (set up a work schedule). The main part though was the coordination of  the food 
area. Besides looking for donations and buying food there was the coordination of  the kitchen-staff. As we 
were serving every day more or less 200 plates per meal, there needed to be two well organized teams. I did 
not have as much time as I had during the first months to sit and chat, but I got in touch with people who 
stayed longer. Most people who were employed in the kitchen were either awaiting their asylum or visa 
process.  Although we did not always speak about the abuses, they came up ð òse detienen a pensar en todo lo 
demás. Y, poco a poco, hablan. Cuentanó17 (Martinez, 2017).   
 Working in a shelter 6 days a week, your life comes to revolve completely around issues happening 
there. Whereas at the beginning I stayed inside the shelter, after three months I was asked by the director to 
move out into an apartment in town ð for psychological health reasons. I lived together with other more 
permanent team members and we certainly talked every evening about our experiences. Besides, we had 

 
16 It is very important to act and initiate a medical procedure to prevent pregnancy and diseases within the first 72 hours after the 
crime has occurred. 
17 òThey stop to think of everything else. And little by little start to talk, to narrateó (free translation by the author). 

Pic. 5: Presentation in a Community. 
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weekly team meetings where special severe cases were discussed.  I must also mention the personal 
conversation I had with Diana Munoz Alba, head of  the human rights department, to clear some questions. 
This was an informal conversation and not recorded but written down. 
 

3.1.3 Analysis and Presentation 
 

In order to analyze my collected data by chosen theories, relevant themes and categories had to be 
created (Creswell, 2013). Hence, the next step was to code the empirical data-set according to the ways in 
which the state (through its representatives) is participating in and contributing to criminal violence against 
migrants (Yin, 2014). 

As said before, I had written down basically every story illustrating the treatment/demeanor of 
undocumented migrants/of local people/authorities in and around Tenosique. First, I created different sec-
tions according to the sources and locations from which I acquired the information: notes of participant obser-
vation/informal conversations at the migrant shelter/district attorney; informal conversation with Diana Munoz Alba, head 
of human rights department and field notes from conversations with community members.  

Next, I created categories. By color-coding, I brought together cases that had similar characteristics. 
Testimonies indicating how migrants had been chased and/or beaten by the INM  would be colored in blue 
and named unlawful detention procedure, whereas cases showing the involvement of state representatives in 
human trafficking would be marked in yellow and named commodification of migrants, etc.   

Simultaneously, I started an extensive literature review. Besides reading academic articles that con-
centrated on and categorized criminal violence by state representatives (most importantly Cruz (2016) and 
Müller (2018)) I read newspaper articles and human rights papers to complement and compare my evidence. 
Furthermore, I read articles especially concentrating on state violence in Mexico. I realized that in order to 
understand the entire picture of my case, I had to pay tribute to the context in which it is situated (Yin, 
2014). 

Thanks to the combination of empirical data and academic articles, I created two themes encom-
passing the aforementioned categories: state agents extending the limits of legal force (practicing un-
lawful detention) and criminal violence linked to a state-crime network (commodification of migrants, 
covering up crimes).  

 
The last step was the presentation of the data-set in the form of a text, where it is used to support 

theories and statements and ultimately to answer the research questions. Chapter 4 illustrates the ways/cat-
egories in which state agents execute criminal violence in Tenosique (first sub-question). Contemporane-
ously, the empirical findings will be contextualized within the historical and contemporary connections be-
tween the state and crime/violence in Mexico (second sub-question). Chapter 5 concentrates on how the 
state is eventually proceeding with denounced cases of criminal violence, hence looking into evidence of the 
state contributing to the perpetuation of criminal violence against undocumented migrants (third sub-
question).  

As a case study demands, the author has to illustrate the case in-depth for the reader to get the 
feeling as if he was there (Creswell, 2013, p. 199). As I did not record interviews, I cannot provide quotes. 
Nevertheless, the categories will be represented using significant evidence and stories and if applicable com-
pared to findings made by other authors. Hereby, as I never presented myself as a researcher to my inform-
ants, I will not use names, except the ones of my former colleagues. 
 
 

3.2 Reflection 
 
 Field research in the framework of  social sciences always comprises ethical implications and a power 
imbalance between the researcher and the informant(s). This may be even more pronounced when the field 
research is done in a context that is not your own and is additionally highly tense, politically as well as socially. 
Moreover, the fact that I played the part of  a researcher only marginally, which certainly influenced my 
objectivity, should not pass unheeded. Hence, devoting a section to a reflection of  the empirical research 
becomes necessary. 
 
 A weak point of  this research is certainly the fact that the notes were not written down in a 
systematic and regular manner, which resulted in the fact that the categorization of  the data at the end took 
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a lot of  time and effort. Being on the ground, I realized very quickly that the research and questionnaire I 
had designed before my internship had started was not meeting the reality. I was having a hard time figuring 
out how to change my research topic and compose a new questionnaire for that matter, and I started to 
concentrate more and more on the practical work I was fulfilling at the shelter. Still, I continued to take 
notes on the issues that most shocked me, which called on my sense of  justice and morals. It was out of  
these more personal rather than academic notes, that I set up my data sheet.  
 In general, òqualitative research is frequently criticized for lacking scientific rigor with poor 
justification of  the methods adopted, lack of  transparency in the analytical procedures and the findings 
being merely a collection of personal opinions subject to researcher biasó (Noble & Smith, 2015, p. 34). 
According to Noble & Smith, a researcher can follow òstrategies to ensure the ôtrustworthinessõ of the 
findingsó (2015, p. 34). All these strategies are aiming at a continuously critical reflection of  the researcherõs 
own bias. Laying open every step of  the research, like it has been done in the course of  this chapter, and 
unfolding its weaknesses at this point, does not eliminate the limitations, but nevertheless further validates 
it by means of  transparency and consistency. 
 

The way in which migrants at the shelter perceived me, and moreover spoke to me, was certainly 
accompanied by a power imbalance. It was first and foremost the imbalance between me as a team member 
and a òpassing visitoró, the disequilibrium between the person who could reprimand them for not keeping 
up the shelter rules and the those who were being reprimanded. I was for instance, together with other 
colleagues, responsible for the eviction of  many persons (reasons could be illicit businesses, grave insults, 
violence etc.). Oftentimes, feelings of  pity or sympathy in some cases made us act more leniently in the face 
of  violations of the shelter rules, specifically on the part of  unaccompanied minors. In order for that not 
to happen continuously, it was very important to remind ourselves not to see migrants as victims. I 
personally had to remind myself many times not to idealize the people who had suffered a lot and still 
continued to stand on their feet. 

Reynolds states, that òthe research participant also exercises power in terms of  actively selecting the 
information they will make available to the researcheró (2002, p. 304). Recognizing òmy poweró, when 
people told me stories of  their abuse, they may have expected something in return, although it was not 
pronounced (cf. Reynolds, 2002). As I got to know the people who provided me with stories on a personal 
as well as professional level, I did not believe everything that I was told. In the end, òpower and authority 
rested with me because I had ultimate control over the selection, interpretation and analysis of  the 
information that they providedó (Reynolds, 2002, p. 305). Indeed, I often suspected exaggeration. I am 
aware of  the fact that just because someone lied to me in respect to the fulfillment of  the kitchen duties, 
for instance, does not imply that he or she would also lie when it comes to their violent story. But I know 
for a fact that people sometimes used to lie to the attorneyõs office about the incident that happened to 
them.  A òsimpleó robbery, for example, sometimes turned into an armed robbery. Of  course, that does not 
mean that everybody lied. In fact, I think a small minority did and does so. But this again caused a loss of  
my objectivity. Still, I only used stories here where I had more insights and where I found the storyteller to 
be trustworthy. In the end, I did not include many stories because of  my bias towards the people telling 
them.   
 
 On the other hand, and in respect to positive effects of  being an engaged researcher, I guess that a 
lot of  researchers donõt hear about many issues addressed here or donõt take their eventuality into account. 
The shelter is famous among investigators and journalists. As a fact, many migrants are suspicious of  
journalists and investigators. Interviews focusing on a sensitive issue like violent encounters are very delicate. 
As they are asked to answer at a moment's notice people who have experienced violence might not be willing 
to take part in an interview. It might even recreate the hell they have been through (cf. Bibler Coutin, 2005). 
The overall question posed at journalists was òhow might I benefit from this? You get your article, your 
research, but how is this helping me?ó Once in a blue moon I made the first move and asked a person about 
his/her violent encounters. And in these cases, it was not done with the purpose in mind to use the notes 
for my research. Referring again to my lack of  data collection, one reason I decided not to conduct 
interviews was certainly because I did not want to be perceived by my migrant fellows this way. By talking 
to people on a daily basis, stories came up, told voluntarily or in reference to their application procedure. 
 
 Besides the power imbalance and the fragmented objectivity, the additional fact of  me being a 
foreign person and moreover a woman certainly had implications for how and which stories were told to 
me. òA reflexive understanding of  power relations between the researcher and research participant in social 






















































