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F R O M  T H E  I N T R O D U C T I O N

When Gina was deported to Tijuana, Mexico, in 2011, she was scared. Al-
though she was born in Mexico, her only memory of being there was a 
fuzzy, dreamlike recollection of falling off a burro—a donkey—when she 
was three or four years old. Her parents brought her to the United States 
when she was young; she’s not sure how old she was. She knows she was 
born in Guerrero, one of Mexico’s poorest states. After explaining this, she 
quickly says, “Don’t ask me more because I don’t know.” Her childhood 
memories revolve around her life in the U.S.—going to school, attending 
birthday parties at Chuck E. Cheese, and dancing at her high school prom. 
As an adult, she gave birth to three children in the U.S. and celebrated 
countless holidays with her parents and siblings, all now U.S. citizens. . . .

Following her deportation, she was alone in Tijuana—separated from 
her children and all of her earthly possessions. Everything felt foreign and 
intimidating. She explains, “I got scared when I first got in to TJ [Tijuana]. 
I was in shock.” . . .

Six years after her deportation to Mexico, Gina still misses home. “I 
miss everything about it,” she explains, “my kids, my family, the food, the 
places, the clothes, the jobs. Everything. This is not what I’m used to.”
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

I am an American at heart and in many other aspects. It’s the  

paperwork stating that I am an American that I regretfully lack.

—deported U.S. veteran

In Mexico, especially along the border, the consequences of deportation are 
impossible to ignore. American children who speak limited Spanish inun-
date Mexican schools; camps of homeless people filled with deportees crop 
up in border cities; call centers owned by foreign companies set up shop 
to capitalize on the influx of native English speakers who, once deported, 
will work for under two dollars an hour. Hundreds of thousands of Ameri-
can families have relocated to Mexico, leaving the U.S. to stay together 
after a parent or spouse is deported. In border cities like Tijuana, American 
spouses of deportees wait in border-crossing lines for hours every morn-
ing to get to work in the United States or to take their children to school. 
Other families are divided by the border—parents separated from their 
children, spouses from one another. Among deportees with strong ties to 
the U.S., loneliness, depression, and thoughts of suicide are prevalent.

Although the troubling consequences of the U.S. deportation regime are 
visible virtually everywhere on the Mexican side of the border, they remain 
largely invisible to most people on the U.S. side. Once deported, people 
who were previously integral members of U.S. society fade from the coun-
try’s collective consciousness. Banished from the boundaries of the nation 
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they once called home—often permanently—the millions of deported dis
appear. However, people who have been part of the social fabric of the 
United States should not be so easily forgotten.

The United States has embarked on a massive deportation effort over 
the last decade; its scope exponentially exceeds deportation efforts of the 
past. During President Barack Obama’s eight years in office, the United 
States deported more people than it deported in a 108-year period be-
tween 1892 and 2000.1 President Donald Trump has set out to deport even 
more. Many who have been deported in recent years belong to American 
families—a quarter of the people the U.S. has deported in recent years are 
parents of American-citizen children, and still more are married to U.S. 
citizens. The majority have been deported to Mexico—over 2.6 million 
people in the ten years between 2007 and 2016 alone.2 At least half a mil-
lion U.S.-citizen children now live in Mexico. Deportees who grew up in 
the U.S.—and their family members—struggle to adapt to life in Mexico 
because they feel they have been forced out of their homeland.

when gina was deported to Tijuana, Mexico, in 2011, she was scared. 
Although she was born in Mexico, her only memory of being there was a 
fuzzy, dreamlike recollection of falling off a burro—a donkey—when she 
was three or four years old. Her parents brought her to the United States 
when she was young; she’s not sure how old she was. She knows she was 
born in Guerrero, one of Mexico’s poorest states. After explaining this, she 
quickly says, “Don’t ask me more because I don’t know.” Her childhood 
memories revolve around her life in the U.S.—going to school, attending 
birthday parties at Chuck E. Cheese, and dancing at her high school prom. 
As an adult, she gave birth to three children in the U.S. and celebrated 
countless holidays with her parents and siblings, all now U.S. citizens. After 
she left Mexico as a child, she only returned once, driving down to Rosarito 
Beach from Los Angeles like thousands of other American tourists for a 
weekend getaway in Baja California.3

Following her deportation, she was alone in Tijuana—separated from 
her children and all of her earthly possessions. Everything felt foreign and 
intimidating. She explains, “I got scared when I first got in to TJ [Tijuana]. 
I was in shock. I’m like, ‘Oh my God,’ especially seeing the mountains with 
houses and then all the people outside.” The “mountains with houses” are 
hillsides lined with makeshift shelters, some pieced together from scraps of 
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wood and cardboard, roofs patched with pieces of scrap metal. Even after 
being in Mexico for months, she still doesn’t feel comfortable in Tijuana. 
“I’m scared too. I don’t like going to the centro [downtown Tijuana]. I get 
scared walking over there. I don’t like it. I feel like someone is going to rape 
me or rob me. You walk and all the guys [are] staring at you like if they 
wanna do something or they’re planning to do something to you.” The area 
of town she is referring to is otherwise known as the Zona Norte. It’s the 
part of the city closest to the border—the place where deportees arrive if 
they keep walking straight from the entry to Mexico where Border Patrol 
leaves them. It’s also a haven for drugs and prostitution.

Gina experienced her so-called return to Mexico as a foreigner. She ex-
pressed discomfort, fear, and shock with many things she saw—a lot like 
other Americans might feel if dropped off in Tijuana with no warning. Gina 
is not technically American, although she almost was. She had a green card 
for many years. In legal terms, she was a lawful permanent resident on 
track to become a citizen. “I passed my citizen test and everything,” Gina 
reports in our first interview. “Congratulations,” she remembers hearing, 
“you passed!” The next step was to attend a swearing-in ceremony, but 
she was told she would need to appear in immigration court before being 
sworn in. She never made it to the ceremony. Rather than becoming a citi-
zen, Gina was deported.

Her path to citizenship was derailed because she had been in an abusive 
relationship with the father of her children. Although his abuse was so 
severe that she suffered two miscarriages following beatings, Gina was 
the one who was arrested and convicted of domestic violence. She fled 
Los Angeles to get away from him, going to Colorado where her parents 
lived. After the move, she missed a critical immigration court appearance 
in Los Angeles. In her absence, the judge issued a deportation order due to 
the criminal conviction. Gina still had her green card, but unbeknownst to 
her, it was no longer valid. Six years after her deportation to Mexico, Gina 
still misses home. “I miss everything about it,” she explains, “my kids, my 
family, the food, the places, the clothes, the jobs. Everything. This is not 
what I’m used to.”

the experiences of Gina and other deportees who grew up in the 
United States raise complicated questions about what should happen when 
legal definitions governing citizenship contradict people’s identities. How 
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do people develop identities tied to a country that does not recognize them 
as members? What happens when people are rejected and expelled by the 
country they consider home? Morally and legally, should the United States 
deport people whose lives are inextricably tied to it?

This book addresses these issues by focusing on the experiences of de-
portees and their family members. It highlights how the law has fueled 
mass deportation in the past decade and examines the consequences of this 
policy choice. It combines primary research with legal analysis in order to 
explore the real-world consequences of the law and to identify potential 
legal challenges to current policies based on people’s life experiences.

At its core, this book is about membership, and its opposite—exclusion. 
The title Deported Americans is meant to challenge traditional notions of 
what it means to be American, and to highlight the contradiction of ban-
ishing people who feel like they belong within the territorial boundaries of 
the United States. By documenting deported people’s feelings of identity, 
their attachments to the United States, and the stigma and rejection they 
feel in Mexico, I examine inconsistencies between legal definitions of citi-
zenship and people’s life experiences. Although the Statue of Liberty ar-
ticulates an inclusive stance toward immigrants, welcoming the “huddled 
masses yearning to breathe free,” this inclusive rhetoric is a myth because 
it so clearly conflicts with the nation’s history of excluding people of color 
and other socially marginalized groups.4 Deportees’ life experiences dem-
onstrate that this history of exclusion persists. The concept of deported 
Americans also captures the experiences of citizens who, although legally 
included in U.S. society due to their citizenship status, are simultaneously 
excluded from accessing many of the rights that typically accompany citi-
zenship because of their relationships with noncitizens. The term encom-
passes both the experiences of deportees who are functionally American 
but have been deported under the law, and the experiences of their family 
members—many of whom are Americans under the law but have been 
functionally deported.

Many people who have been deported grew up in the same households 
as brothers and sisters who are citizens. Although the childhoods of these 
sibling groups are parallel, they occupy different citizenship statuses based 
on their location of birth or their age at the time of a parent’s naturaliza-
tion. The law draws lines between members of the same families whose 
identities and attachments are virtually identical, labeling some citizens 
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and others aliens. It operates as a powerful tool that extends membership 
status to some while denying it to others.

D E P O R T E D  A M E R I C A N S

At the Casa del Migrante in Tijuana—a temporary shelter where many de-
portees find themselves sleeping in the days following their deportation—a 
glass bowl sits on a shelf, filled with deportees’ key chains. It is a visual 
representation of all that people have left behind. The keys that fill the 
bowl used to unlock people’s homes, offices, cars—the places where they 
spent the most time, and that filled their lives with meaning. After depor-
tation, key chains that at one time felt indispensable become so meaning-
less that they no longer serve a purpose. The keys people have left behind 
represent lost families, homes, jobs, property, and lives. These losses are no 
less profound because of one’s location of birth.

The people I interviewed all migrated to the United States as children 
and were primarily socialized there. Some came when they were infants, 
one or two months old. I call them deported Americans because they identify 
themselves as Americans. People in Mexico perceive them as Americans 
as well. They are members of the 1.5 generation of immigrants (who ar-
rived between the ages of six and twelve) or the 1.75 generation (who 
arrived prior to age six). The majority fall into the second category—they 
came as very young children. Sociologist Rubén Rumbaut has found that 
the “experience and adaptive outcomes [of 1.75 generation migrants] are 
closer to that of the U.S.-born second generation” children of immigrants, 
“pre-school children who retain virtually no memory of their country of 
birth, were too young to go to school to learn to read or write in the paren-
tal language in the home country (and typically learn English without an 
accent), and are almost entirely socialized here.”5 An estimated 2.1 million 
members of the 1.5 or 1.75 generation immigrants of Mexican descent 
reside in the U.S.—almost half are now adults.6 In his book Lives in Limbo, 
Roberto G. Gonzales explores the life experiences of undocumented mem-
bers of this population while they are living in the United States, uncovering 
the complex nature of their membership status in U.S. society. This book 
looks at the other side of this generation’s experiences by examining what 
happens after people who have been primarily socialized in the United 
States are deported.
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Deported Americans are similar to the people the dream (Develop-
ment, Relief, and Education for Alien Minors) Act set out to protect, and 
to the young people who have been protected by daca (Deferred Action 
for Childhood Arrivals), which has provided temporary relief from depor-
tation for people who migrated to the United States as children.7 Some 
deportees in Mexico even call themselves “los otros Dreamers”—the other 
Dreamers. Yet many have no hope of ever lawfully returning to the United 
States. When President Obama announced the creation of daca, he high-
lighted the strong affiliations with U.S. society that young people develop 
when they migrate as children. He stated, “These are young people who 
study in our schools, they play in our neighborhoods, they’re friends with 
our kids, they pledge allegiance to our flag. They are Americans in their 
heart, in their minds, in every single way but one: on paper.”8

Many people the United States has deported were also educated in U.S. 
schools and recall beginning their school days by pledging allegiance to 
the American flag. Some even served in the U.S. military. According to one 
deported veteran, “I am an American at heart and in many other aspects. 
It’s the paperwork stating that I am an American that I regretfully lack.” 
Why are so many people permanently barred from returning to the United 
States despite relatively widespread support for protecting from deporta-
tion those who came to the United States as children?

The line that divides most (but not all) of the people I interviewed from 
their counterparts who have been allowed to stay in the United States 
is that they have been defined as criminals. People with criminal convic-
tions are disqualified from most protections in immigration law, including 
daca.9 While excluding people with criminal convictions may seem like 
good public policy on the surface, the criminal alien label has been used 
to manipulate public support for deportation practices that have conse-
quences so cruel and inhumane that they would likely raise more concerns 
about the legitimacy of deportation if the population most affected were not 
so dehumanized.

This book aims to humanize people who have been deported based on 
perceptions of criminality and dangerousness in an effort to push back 
against the totalizing narrative that frames the lives of “criminal aliens” 
as less valuable. Thus, I deliberately place the experiences of people who 
have been deported due to criminal convictions at the center of my analy
sis, highlighting their stories in order to demonstrate the human costs of 
framing an ever-expanding segment of the population as disposable. I focus 
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not only on the experiences of deportees but also on their family members, 
thus challenging the false dichotomy between felons and families that has 
been drawn in popular discourse.

Although my research focuses on Mexico, its findings are relevant to un-
derstanding the broader phenomenon of people who grew up in the United 
States but have been deported to countries around the world. Scholars have 
started to refer to the widespread displacement of deportees who identify 
as American as a diaspora—“the movement, migration, or scattering of 
people away from an established or ancestral homeland.”10 Although not 
typically used to refer to those who have been deported, the term fits for 
those deportees who identify the United States as their homeland. Daniel 
Kanstroom, the preeminent legal scholar on deportation, frames the phe-
nomenon of this “forcibly uprooted population of people with deep and co-
hesive connections to each other and to the nation-state from which they 
were removed” as a “new American diaspora.”11 Nancy Landa, who grew up 
in Los Angeles but was deported to Mexico, refers to the phenomenon as 
“the Dreamer diaspora.”12 Although most of the members of this deported 
American diaspora now live in Mexico, others have been scattered across 
the world, with documented concentrations in El Salvador, Guatamala, the 
Dominican Republic, Jamaica, and Cambodia.

Accounts from deportees who grew up in the United States and have 
been deported to various countries echo the sense that they are essentially 
American. In an ethnographic study focused on deportees to El Salvador, 
Susan Bibler Coutin explains that “King,” an immigrant from El Salvador who 
came to the United States as a young child but was deported as a young 
adult, “experienced deportation not as a return but as a departure, [in his 
words], ‘leaving, you know, the country you were raised in.’ ”13 Similarly, 
in their book about deportation to the Dominican Republic, David  C. 
Brotherton and Luis Barrios found that for deportees who had “emigrated as 
children and who were socialized from an early age in the norms, rituals, 
and ideologies of the United States, . . . ​it was difficult to see themselves as 
anything other than ‘American.’ . . . ​Their cultural reference points, their 
most important memories, and the narratives they repeated to themselves 
were still embedded in New York.”14 One woman who had grown up in the 
U.S. but was deported to Mexico identified so strongly with the U.S. that 
she misunderstood the immigration officer’s asylum screening question—
where they ask if she was in fear of returning to her country of origin. In 
her words, “They asked me, ‘Are you afraid that somebody’s going to hurt 
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you in your country or something?” And I told them no, because I con-
sider the [United States] as my country, you know? Not anywhere else. . . . ​
I don’t know anybody [in Mexico].”15

Legal scholar Cristina Rodríguez argues that “membership can turn 
on the extent of one’s earned connection to U.S. society and may not be 
merely a function of legal status.”16 She uses the term “functional Ameri-
cans” to refer to noncitizens with particularly strong ties to the U.S. who 
are essentially American.17 Deportation is particularly cruel for functional 
Americans. It not only undermines family connections, career paths, and 
other attachments but also strikes at the core of people’s identities.18

R E S E A R C H  A N D  M E T H O D O L O G Y

I did not set out to write a book documenting the consequences of deporta-
tion to Mexico. Rather, my interest in the subject unfolded organically, fu-
eled by both personal and professional experiences. From 2005 to 2009, as 
deportation numbers were beginning to spike, I worked as a public de-
fender in Los Angeles. Many of my clients were not citizens of the United 
States. Thus, advising people about the immigration consequences likely to 
flow from their criminal convictions became a central part of my practice 
as a criminal defense attorney. For many, the most serious consequences of 
their criminal cases were not the sentences they faced in criminal court, but 
the immigration consequences that would follow their convictions.

I represented a nineteen-year-old whose family had moved from El 
Salvador when he was a toddler. He was lawfully in the U.S. under a hu-
manitarian program that provides temporary relief for people from desig-
nated countries experiencing conflict or environmental disasters. He was 
charged with a relatively minor misdemeanor for engaging in disorderly 
conduct. He had been binge drinking with friends, like many of his peers 
on college campuses across the country. However, he was apprehended by 
police for acting drunk in public. As is typical in criminal court, the city 
attorney’s office had charged him with two separate but related crimes for 
his conduct that night. He had a choice—he could take his chances at trial 
or he could plead guilty. If he took the plea bargain, the prosecutor was pre-
pared to drop one of the misdemeanor charges and to offer a sentence of 
community service rather than jail time.

People convicted of two misdemeanor offenses were ineligible for Tem-
porary Protected Status, so he would risk deportation if he went to trial and 
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lost, because he could have been convicted of two misdemeanors. He deci
ded to plead guilty because the immigration consequences were too seri-
ous to risk. I sat with my client and his mother and discussed the potential 
immigration problems he could face if he were convicted of another crime 
in the future. I offered potential scenarios that could saddle him with a new 
offense—things I often saw with other clients his age, like riding in a car 
with someone who had contraband, or carrying drugs, a pipe, or a pocket-
knife. I tried to impress upon him the gravity of his position—any second 
misdemeanor offense would render him ineligible to stay in the country. A 
couple months later, he was back in court, charged with a second misde-
meanor offense. A different attorney was assigned to represent him on this 
case, and I do not know what the outcome was. But his situation highlights 
just how tenuous lawful presence can be—and just how quickly someone 
can go from being a typical American teenager with lawful status in the U.S. 
to being a potential deportee, facing forcible removal from his home and 
his family. As a public defender, I witnessed the front end of the depor-
tation process, as people became aware that they could face removal as a 
result of an arrest or conviction.

I started to see the other side of deportation—what happens after 
people are deported—when I moved to Mexico in 2009 to research crimi-
nal justice reforms with funding from a Fulbright Garcia-Robles grant. I 
traveled around Mexico quite a bit that year and encountered people all 
over the country who had grown up in the United States but had been 
deported—people who spoke English using American slang and colloquial 
expressions, and who dressed in a uniquely American style. I started to 
have casual conversations with others about their experiences, which un-
folded naturally, driven partly by a tangible excitement to talk about the 
place we both considered home. I met several deportees from Los Angeles, 
where I grew up; this gave us common ground. People would tell me about 
the things they missed the most—foods, people, places. Their memories 
were intertwined with a sense of despair because they had been physically 
removed from the people and places that were so important to them. These 
conversations shaped my understanding of the unique challenges facing 
deportees who had spent their formative years in the U.S.—I was struck 
by how American many people who had been permanently banished from 
the U.S. were.

In the capital city of the southern state of Oaxaca, I met a woman who 
hadn’t seen her nine-year-old son since he was six because he remained in 
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Los Angeles with his father to continue attending school there. She taught 
at a prestigious language school in the center of the city and spoke with an 
American accent. “I’m more comfortable speaking English than Spanish,” 
I recall her telling me. In a small coastal town on Oaxaca’s coast, I met 
a middle-aged former gang member who had grown up on the Eastside of 
Los Angeles but had settled into a job managing a hotel perched on a cliff 
overlooking the ocean. “From the streets of L.A., I never thought I’d end up 
here,” she said, while I ate breakfast on a cliff-side patio with a spectacular 
view of the Pacific Ocean. “The pay isn’t great, but I get to live here, so it’s 
not bad.”

Although these conversations arose naturally, I started to take notes. 
I knew the stories were important. I was honored by the intimate details 
people shared and was inspired by their hope that people back home would 
pay attention to what was happening to them after they were “kicked 
out.” People did not want to be forgotten. Each individual’s experience 
was unique, but at the same time, I started to see common themes running 
through their stories—themes of family separation, struggles with identity, 
stigmatization, and loss. I didn’t have a prescribed list of questions. Instead, 
I listened to people as they discussed the aspects of their deportation 
experience that stood out most to them. I spent several months in the cen-
tral state of Jalisco in 2010, where I ran into deportees working primarily 
in the tourism industry. They were particularly visible in Puerto Vallarta—a 
popular tourist destination for Americans and Canadians—where native 
English speakers lined the streets offering information about time-shares 
and tours. I arrived in Tijuana later in 2010 and was struck by the sheer 
numbers of Americanized deportees. Their numbers were exponentially 
larger in the border area than in the rest of the country.

In 2011, I began to interview people in the Tijuana region more formally, 
gathering information from more and more deportees. I found people pri-
marily by word of mouth, with one person referring me to others. Service 
providers who work with the deported population put me in touch with 
some people. Others I located rather accidentally. I approached people I 
encountered in their daily lives—people who seemed American because of 
their dress or the ease with which they spoke English—with the assistance 
of my husband and research partner, Joel Medina. With his charm and in-
sight, Joel opened doors to interview people whom I never would have 
been able to interview alone. I interviewed people in their homes, at their 
jobs, and in shelters, bars, restaurants, and coffee shops.
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Between 2009 and 2016, I interviewed 112 deportees, mostly men but 
some women.19 I deliberately limited the population I interviewed to in-
clude people who spent their formative years in the United States—those 
who came to the country when they were children. Most of the interviews 
took place in person, although a few occurred over the phone or via video
conferencing. The majority took place in the border area of Mexico—
particularly Tijuana and Rosarito—but I interviewed people throughout 
Mexico in Oaxaca, Guanajuato, Sonora, Jalisco, Michoacán, Mérida, and 
Quintana Roo. I also interviewed fifteen spouses and twelve children of de-
portees. Some I located online through discussion forums and Facebook 
groups; others I found through word of mouth. The people I interviewed 
ranged in age from twenty to sixty-eight years old. Some had been undocu-
mented in the U.S.—without lawful status. The majority had been lawful 
permanent residents (green card holders) or had some other kind of law-
ful permission to be in the United States, mostly because they were in the 
process of acquiring lawful permanent resident status through a parent. 
Almost all entered the U.S. without inspection, meaning that they entered 
without a visa and without permission. A few of the people I interviewed 
were not sure whether they entered with a visa. Most were Mexican nation-
als, but I also interviewed twelve people who had been born in El Salvador 
or Nicaragua but settled in Mexico after their deportation.

One of this book’s central contributions is the longitudinal nature of my 
research with a subgroup of deportees. I followed a core group of fifteen 
deportees over the course of five to seven years, checking in with them 
over time to see how their lives were unfolding. The book explores the 
experiences of six of these individuals in depth—Gina, Edgar, Jose, Frank, 
Mike, and Luis. I interviewed them all on several occasions and spent time 
with them as a participant observer in their homes, at their jobs, in parks, 
and in restaurants.20

My interest in deportation has been shaped by personal as well as pro-
fessional experiences. My husband’s family is from Mexico. Through our 
marriage, I became part of a mixed-status family, meaning that our family 
includes people who are U.S. citizens, lawful permanent residents awaiting 
citizenship but whose immigration status is not as safe as that of citizens, 
and people who do not have lawful permission to be in the U.S. Having 
a personal connection with deportation—or the threat of deportation—is 
not unusual. A 2008 study by the Pew Hispanic Research Center found that 
68 percent of Latinos worried that they themselves, a family member, or a 
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close friend might be deported.21 Several members of my extended family 
were deported to Mexico while I was researching and writing this book; 
experiencing the pain of deportation firsthand has deepened my under-
standing of the phenomenon.

O R G A N I Z A T I O N  O F  T H E  B O O K

Chapter 1 gives background and context, providing an overview of the laws 
governing deportation and examining how the evolution of deportation 
law has been shaped by race. I explore the connections between racist 
historical immigration restrictions and the current politics of exclusion 
directed toward people labeled criminal aliens. This exclusionary stance 
toward immigrants has informed the law. Immigrants in deportation pro-
ceedings are systematically denied standard constitutional protections. 
The chapter highlights the lack of due process protections in deportation 
proceedings and the dramatic erosion of protections for people with crimi-
nal convictions faced with deportation. Using narrative examples, the con-
sequences of being deported without the opportunity to appear in court 
to contest one’s removal are explored, as are the consequences of the ex-
tremely limited scope of judicial discretion in the current legal schema. 
Although the chapter’s primary purpose is to provide context and history, 
it incorporates narrative accounts of deportees’ experiences with the legal 
process of being deported, thus contributing information that will be of in-
terest to specialists. Deportees’ perspectives on the legal process highlight 
the consequences of a legal framework that systematically underprotects 
immigrants’ rights.

Chapter 2 describes several people’s experiences with arriving in Mexico 
and explores four common themes that emerged in their narratives: culture 
shock, lack of family ties, barriers to social integration, and stigma. Their 
arrival experiences show the extent to which their lives and identities are 
deeply tied to the United States and, conversely, disconnected from Mex-
ico. The presence of a signficant group of deportees of Central American 
origin who have settled in Mexico’s border region is also discussed here. 
The rationales of these Central American deportees for living in Mexico’s 
border region highlight the unique identities of deportees who associate 
more strongly with U.S. culture than with the cultures in their countries 
of origin.
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Chapters 3, 4, and 5 present the major qualitative findings of my re-
search in Mexico. Chapter  3 focuses on how people’s life trajectories 
continue in the months and years following their deportation, identifying 
three primary paths: (1) descending into substance abuse and/or depression; 
(2) rebuilding lives in Mexico by working, starting businesses, or attending 
school; and (3) returning to the United States despite the risk of death or 
incarceration if apprehended. This chapter makes important contributions 
to the existing literature by examining the crimogenic conditions deporta-
tion causes from a structural perspective. Through this lens, higher rates 
of substance abuse among deportees in Mexico’s border region are under-
stood as a predictable result of deportation, rather than as a justification 
for the practice.

In addition, the longitudinal nature of my research allows me to explore 
how some people have been able to overcome the obstacles deportation 
creates and have built relatively successful lives in Mexico. For example, 
a number of deportees have launched small businesses or have embarked 
upon professional careers in Mexico, a phenomenon that has not been fully 
explored in other academic research. The success of some deportees dem-
onstrates the shortcomings of deportation policies that do not allow a path 
to return even when an individual can demonstrate rehabilitation. My 
research also uncovers that feelings of loss, depression, and anxiety are per
sistent even among deportees who have been successful at rebuilding their 
lives in Mexico in the years following their deportation. Consistent with 
Ines Hasselberg’s research on deportation in the U.K., where she describes 
deportation as a process that unfolds through a series of events over time, 
the consequences of being banished from the country people consider home 
extend far beyond the moment of deportation.22

Deported Americans’ primary motivation to return to the United States—
family ties—challenges the legitimacy of incarcerating and deporting people 
for doing something as natural as returning to one’s family. In addition, 
narratives reveal how, in many cases, prison does not function as a deterrent 
to reentry because (1) people are often willing to risk anything to reunite 
with their families, especially if a family member faces some kind of crisis; 
and (2) many people report they would prefer to be in prison in the United 
States than deported to Mexico in order to be closer to family.

Chapters 4 and 5 delve into the experiences of deportees’ children and 
spouses, discussing the myriad ways in which their lives are affected by 
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deportation and describing how the law has failed to protect their rights, 
in part because courts have failed to adequately consider the harm families 
experience due to deportation. Although they are citizens, they lose many 
of the privileges of citizenship because of their relationships to deportees. 
Chapter 4 specifically focuses on the experiences of spouses of deportees 
and compares the current experiences of women married to deportees to 
the historical practice of divesting American women of their citizenship 
if they married a foreigner. This chapter highlights logical inconsistencies 
in the law, which protects the right to marriage from prohibitions on in-
terracial marriages but does not similarly protect binational marriages in 
cases involving deportation. Chapter 5 explores how children are affected 
by deportation by describing the experiences of children who are separated 
from their parents, those who move to Mexico, and those who go back 
and forth. This chapter explores several ways in which the law fails to pro-
tect children’s right to family unity, and their best interest, when a parent 
faces deportation.

The conclusion considers solutions, recommending both judicial and 
legislative changes that could minimize some of the harmful consequences 
of deportation described in the previous chapters. The first part focuses 
on two areas where legal challenges in court have potential to change de-
portation policy. In the past, an incomplete understanding of the conse-
quences of deportation shaped legal precedent; research on people’s lived 
experiences now has the potential to change the rules governing deporta-
tion. Specifically, the experiences of people who grew up in the United 
States but have now been deported challenge traditional constructions 
of American identity and reveal how, in many ways, deporting members 
of this population is akin to denationalizing citizens. The reality of their 
lived experiences opens the door to reconsidering case law that draws a 
bright line between deportation (which is allowed under the Constitu-
tion) and denationalization (which is forbidden). In addition, the suffering 
that families endure when a member is deported demonstrates how pre-
vious court decisions (which have downplayed the effects of deportation 
on family members) are based on a fundamental misunderstanding of the 
meaning of deportation in people’s lives. The experiences of deportees and 
their family members highlight the critical need for courts to reconsider 
prior decisions that have concluded that deportation does not compromise 
the rights to marriage or family unity for the family members of deportees.
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In addition to exploring these two potential legal challenges to cur-
rent deportation law, the conclusion recommends legislative reforms that 
would reincorporate a balancing test in all deportation cases, so that judges 
could weigh the harm of deportation against the government’s interests in 
deporting an individual, even in cases involving criminal convictions.

in a world where increasing numbers of people (and families) live 
transnational lives, traditional definitions of citizenship warrant reconsid-
eration. As anthropologist Deborah Boehm explores in Returned, her book 
about deportation to Mexico, “As places of departure and destination blur, 
migrants, deportees, and other transnational subjects describe ‘going’ and 
‘coming’ in ways that challenge traditionally linear understandings of mi-
gration.”23 In the modern world, the physical boundaries of nations may no 
longer be the best way of capturing membership in a particular country. 
Scholars increasingly focus on the cultural aspects of citizenship and iden-
tity that are not tied to physical territory, and a loosening of international 
borders, as evidenced in experiments like the European Union. The experi-
ences of deportees who identify as American highlight the need to think 
about different ways of defining membership, and even citizenship, so that 
formal definitions correspond to people’s lived experiences.

The emergence of a body of scholarship decoupling theoretical under-
standings of citizenship and belonging from territorial presence butts up 
against a hardening of borders, perhaps in response to the international 
move toward transnationalism. This hardening of borders is tied to a desire 
to exclude immigrants deemed socially undesirable, as evident in the rhe
toric surrounding popular support for Great Britain’s leaving the European 
Union and as physically manifested in the U.S. border with Mexico.

Along the U.S.-Mexico border, a series of fences stretches for hundreds 
of miles, dividing “us” from “them.” Over the past twenty years, the U.S. gov-
ernment has greatly expanded the resources it allocates to finding, detain-
ing, and ejecting Mexican immigrants. Border Patrol’s funding increased 
tenfold—from $363 million to $3.5 billion—between 1993 and 2013, and 
the Department of Homeland Security’s budget for interior immigration 
enforcement increased 73  percent between 2003 and 2013.24 Border en-
forcement has become increasingly militarized, to the extent that drones 
are now used to patrol several regions along the U.S.-Mexico border.25 This 
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militarization contrasts sharply with the U.S. border with Canada, which 
is relatively open and unpoliced. The physical border is a concrete illustra-
tion of the less visible, socially constructed borders that divide “us” from 
“them” within the United States.

International human rights bodies have sharply criticized U.S. deporta-
tion policy. Despite this, the country has expanded its use of deportation. 
In his book Deportation Nation, Daniel Kanstroom argues that “we need an 
understanding of sovereignty, membership, citizenship, and government 
power that is ‘supple and flexible’ and more functionally reflective of real
ity as it is experienced by those who have faced this kind of state power.”26 
My hope is that this book will contribute to this effort by moving the legal 
discourse on the topic—which has historically treated the consequences 
of the law on people’s lives as irrelevant—toward a framework where the 
trauma and suffering people experience when they are deported matter 
more in the eyes of the law.
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