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Map 1  Map of the US-​Mexico borderlands



Figure 0.1  The San Ysidro–​Tijuana border, before and after Operation Gatekeeper.

Left: People crossing clandestinely through Tijuana in 1991, about one mile west of the port of entry 
in San Ysidro, California. People on the left side of the fence are hanging around on the US side 
and waiting for the opportune time to cross when the Border Patrol does not detect them. Right: The 
identical location, taken in 1999 after the implementation of Operation Gatekeeper, shows how 
increased border enforcement curtailed clandestine crossings. (Courtesy of the US Border Patrol)

Figure 0.2  Border commuters crossing into Tijuana, 2013.

Tijuana residents returning from shopping and working in the United States. (Author’s collection)
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Ramón’s life is a border life. In 1968, at the age of eighteen, Ramón 
García left the small community of Jocotepec, Jalisco, because he had trou-
ble finding work.1 He went to the rapidly growing border city of Tijuana 
and never returned to his hometown. Soon after arriving in Tijuana, he 
found construction work at the home of a radio station owner who later 
hired him as an office assistant. This job provided Ramón with the stable 
employment he needed to apply for a Border Crossing Card (BCC), a per-
mit that allows residents of border communities to legally cross to the 
United States to shop or visit family. In 1982, when the peso plummeted 
and he lost his job, Ramón used his BCC to work in Los Angeles at a dis-
tribution warehouse under the pretense of crossing to shop. Ramón spent 
the workweek in Los Angeles and returned to Tijuana every Friday night 
to spend time with his wife and their four children.

During one of his crossings, Ramón was involved in a verbal altercation 
with an immigration official who had mistreated an elderly border crosser. 
When Ramón questioned the US Customs and Border Protection (CBP) 
agent, the angry agent confiscated Ramón’s BCC, leaving him unable to 
cross into Los Angeles. A few days later, Ramón returned to the San Ysidro 
port of entry and with the help of several family members, he jumped 
the fence. He boarded a Mexican bus line and moved to Los Angeles. 
Fortuitously, Ramón’s border crossing took place just before the enact-
ment of the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986 (IRCA), which 
granted legal residency to almost three million formerly unauthorized 
immigrants. A few years after obtaining his Green Card through IRCA, 
Ramón returned to Tijuana, where he settled permanently and became a 
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daily border commuter. For the past seventeen years, Ramón has crossed 
into San Diego each day to work in construction, returning to Tijuana at 
the end of the workday.

Over the course of his life, Ramón has crossed numerous internal 
and international boundaries to secure a livelihood for himself and his 
family. Life histories like Ramón’s are common in Mexican border cit-
ies. Previous migration and border scholars have long noted the distinct 
migration and labor ​market practices of border residents in comparison to 
their rural unauthorized Mexican counterparts.2 Border Lives describes 
the strategies that people like Ramón employ to navigate the US-​Mexico 
border and reveals the resources that US border and immigration policy 
offers to borderland residents that they utilize to construct their liveli-
hoods. The book follows the lives of Tijuana residents as they establish 
roots in the borderlands, find work in the United States and Mexico, 
develop family and friendship ties that aid in the settlement process, and 
cross the border using legal and extralegal means across distinct histori-
cal periods.

The book is filled with the narratives of people who migrate to craft 
livelihood strategies in Tijuana, the United States, or both in an era of 
globalization and increased border enforcement. The border presents chal-
lenges to people on a daily basis but it also provides economic opportu-
nities that extend beyond the confines of the nation-​state. As large-​scale 
historical and contemporary political-​economic changes alter the struc-
tures and opportunities, border residents must adapt their livelihoods to 
survive. In particular, the book focuses on border residents’ adaptation at 
a time when the political economy of the Mexico-​US border was undergo-
ing major changes, including: the displacement of peasants from Mexico’s 
countryside that pushed men into the Bracero Program then to the bor-
derlands; the Mexican economic crisis of the 1980s that created further 
unauthorized migration and led to the enactment of IRCA in 1986; and the 
contemporary era of escalating border policing and immigration restric-
tions through Operation Gatekeeper in 1994 that attempted to curtail unau-
thorized migration into the United States. In addition to looking at these 
immigration and border policy changes, the book also follows the working 
lives of migrants during a historical period of precarious employment in 
the United States, characterized by the rise in nonstandard work practices 
such as subcontracting, part-​time work, and informal work arrangements, 
that have forced migrants and their families to find creative ways to sur-
vive in an increasingly globalized world marked by rising social and eco-
nomic inequalities.3
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Unpacking Agency

Border Lives also engages with a fundamental sociological question regard-
ing border residents: do they exercise agency, living on their own terms? 
Or are they merely products of social, political, and economic structures? 
In the case of unauthorized immigrants, these questions are difficult to 
answer. Their legal status renders them vulnerable in the labor market, 
limiting their power and resources to make choices. But sociologists agree 
that although structures constrain human action they also “make possi-
ble a whole range of choices in everyday life.”4 That is, though political-​
economic structures constrain human action, they also provide new courses 
of action that people may take to live according to their needs and desires. 
By examining the strategies that people such as Ramón employ to cross the 
border, find work, and settle in the borderlands across time and space, this 
book provides a nuanced picture of how people reproduce social structure 
and challenge—​successfully and unsuccessfully—​the very system which 
restricts their mobility and livelihood options. While the book focuses on 
the lives of savvy border residents who were able to turn the border into 
a source of opportunity, it also documents the tremendous toll that these 
strategies exact on the everyday lives of border residents. The life stories 
in this book highlight border residents’ actions and choices in the face of 
the considerable obstacles posed by restrictive border enforcement and 
immigration policies intended to limit workers’ mobility in a region long 
known for cross-​border trade. Their actions must be investigated ethno-
graphically, by describing people’s everyday lived experiences, and his-
torically, to capture how those lived experiences change as people navigate 
the shifting context of the border.

Mustafa Emirbayer and Ann Mische assert the need to study “histori-
cal changes in agentic orientations” to show how “actors formulate new 
temporally constructed understandings of their own abilities to engage 
in individual and collective change, as well as how these micro level 
processes intersect with longer-​term social, political and economic tra-
jectories.”5 What better way to understand these processes than by study-
ing the ultimate structural constraint on opportunity, choice, and social 
action: the physical border? A focus on the border reveals that structures 
are not always “virtual,” existing only as traces of memory “orienting the 
conduct of knowledgeable human agents” as Anthony Giddens describes 
them.6 Rather, as William Sewell points out, material resources like facto-
ries and land are also resources that define possibilities for human agency.7 
This book focuses on both physical and symbolic changes in the structure 
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of the border and the immigration policies that separate Mexico and the 
United States to examine related changes in people’s livelihood strategies 
as the physical and symbolic border itself changes. By studying agency 
and structure at the US-​Mexico border, I am able to examine changes not 
only in human action but also in border residents’ goals and desires. By 
describing the strategies that people employ to navigate the US-​Mexico 
border, I reveal the resources that US economic and integration policy offer 
to borderland residents that they may utilize to construct their livelihoods.

Theorizing the Border

Thomas M. Wilson and Hastings Donnan argue that “the anthropological 
study of the everyday lives of border communities is simultaneously the 
study of the daily life of the state, whose agents there must take an active 
role in the implementation of policy and the intrusion of the state’s struc-
tures into its people’s lives.”8 A study about the border must then take into 
consideration how the border has been refashioned on a continual basis 
as a result of the efforts by lawmakers and law enforcers to regulate the 
political economy of the borderlands region. According to the historian 
George Sánchez, during the early part of the twentieth century, the border 
in El Paso–​Juárez was continually remade by the US and Mexican gov-
ernments to “suit the new and social economic realities of the region.”9 
For example, the expansion of Mexican railroad lines helped to facilitate 
the mobility of Mexicans first to northern Mexican cities and eventually 
into Los Angeles and other southwest destinations. Furthermore, Sánchez 
argues that US immigration officials in the early 1900s did little to regulate 
the entry of Mexicans so as to not disrupt the flow of migrant labor into 
the US economy. The constant crossing of the border by Mexicans helped 
recreate the border on a continual basis and forced crossers to reinvent 
their strategies for gaining access to US labor markets.

In the contemporary period, Peter Andreas describes the theatrics of 
boundary enforcement at the US-​Mexico border in an era of globaliza-
tion marked by economic integration and market changes. He argues that 
border policing has been “less about achieving the stated instrumental goal 
of deterring illegal border crossers and more about politically recrafting 
the image of the border and symbolically reaffirming the state’s territorial 
authority.”10 In fact, he asserts that unauthorized crossings have long been 
an integral part of the border and US-​Mexico migration, yet the labeling 
of unauthorized immigration as a social problem only recently emerged as 


