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“Transient Communities”: How Central American Transit
Migrants form Solidarity Without Trust
Alejandra Díaz de León

Sociology Department, London School of Economics and Political Science, London, UK

ABSTRACT
Migrants in transit through Mexico are often separated from their
social networks; this increases the risks associated with an already
precarious process. Through eight months’ worth of ethnography
and 40 in-depth interviews conducted on the southern and
northern borders of Mexico, this article seeks to understand how
migrants compensate for their lack of social networks and find
emotional and economic support and information while in transit.
The research found that, for Central American transit migrants, the
most efficient way to access the necessary resources to move was
by forming a community en route – a “transient community.” This
community facilitates cooperation and the sharing of resources
between its members and other migrants who they do not know
and do not trust. It provides: a shared identity created by a
common struggle; solidarity and resources; and information and
“rules of the game.” The solidarity and the sharing of information
and resources facilitate the journey of undocumented migrants
and reduce its costs. This study shows that transit migrants form
new social arrangements that overcome the uncertainty and
violence of life on the road, and that cooperation and solidarity
can exist even among people who mistrust each other and share
no common social ties.

KEYWORDS
Social networks; survival
strategies; transit migration;
undocumented migration;
violence

1. Introduction

When Rino, a Honduran father of three, attempted to cross Mexico on his way to the
United States he was struck by the violence he witnessed:

I knew it was going to be rough, but I got robbed the first night I spent in Mexico and then I
saw the mareros [gang members] chop up someone. I’ve been hungry for days now and look
at my feet, there’s a hole in my shoes and we’re still at the southern border [of Mexico]!

Rino, like most undocumented migrants, has to take secluded routes to avoid the criminals
and the immigration officials; he needs to change and adapt his strategies as he moves in
order to survive. He could be kidnapped, deported, or killed if he makes a mistake.

Traditionally, social networks mitigate some of the risks of clandestine migration by
providing migrants with information, money, or a guide (Singer and Massey 1998; Berg
Harpviken 2009; Fernández Casanueva 2017). Unfortunately, the violence associated
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with the transit process separates migrants from the social networks that could help
them cross the border (Menjívar 2000; Bridgen 2014; González Arias and Araluce
2015). On the road, migrants are surrounded by others undertaking the same
journey but still feel alone. Scholars have argued that, in a crisis, family ties become
stronger and solidarity between the closest family members increases, while mistrust
of strangers rises sharply (Erikson 1995). Most authors assume that cooperation and
solidarity and trust go hand in hand. As people exchange more, the affection
between them grows and trust increases even in the absence of common values or
prior history. Similarly, without trust, it is impossible to cooperate and to help each
other (Molm, Collett, and Schaefer 2007).

In this article, I answer the following question: how do Central American migrants who
are mistrustful of others and separated from their social networks (kin and kin-like ties)
find help and information in an unpredictable and ever-changing context of violence,
exemplified by the transit through Mexico?1 In this case, trust is not a feature of either
association or reliance. I argue that migrants, as a consequence of the violent deterrence
policies they experience and the isolation from their traditional social networks, form a
community on the move that helps them survive. This “transient community” provides
them with: (1) an identity; (2) strategic information relevant to the journey; and (3)
resources that help to compensate for the help that their kinship ties cannot provide.
The transient community is not anchored to local or national imaginaries, but to
shared experiences of suffering that generate a common identity; a shift from “me” to
“we” among the migrants. It exists despite, and perhaps because of, a violent and uncertain
situation where people are reluctant to trust other migrants around them; yet they need
them to survive. This “transient community” generates solidarity without trust and, in
doing so, eases the journey of the migrants.

This is an imagined community, created by the sharing of small acts of exchange
without the expectation of anything in return. As I show in this article, the
cooperation is not strategic; migrants do it because they see themselves in others. I
suggest that, as migrating clandestinely becomes more isolating, precarious, and
time-consuming, migrants are finding new ways to resist, adapt, and form a commu-
nity in the face of extreme deterrence policies and xenophobia. The process of
migrating through Mexico is changing from an individual process with networks
abroad helping, to a collective process which involves collaboration between many
people. The emergence of a transient community suggests that, although journeys
are taken by individuals, they are ultimately dependent on collective human
infrastructures.

I start this article by showing the important role played by social networks in facil-
itating the cooperation necessary for survival. I discuss how trust and solidarity go hand
in hand in most of the literature and suggest how it is possible for solidarity without
trust to exist. Next, I explain my multi-situated ethnography. In the following
section, I illustrate why migrants are particularly vulnerable and isolated while in
transit. I then introduce the concept of transient communities and argue that this
loose and accidental arrangement partially replaces traditionally constructed social net-
works as it helps migrants to share food, information, and emotional support without
forming strong ties.
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2. Social Networks, Cooperation, and Migration

Groups are fundamental for gathering resources to survive. The most efficient groups are
usually families or people with strong social networks, as they already trust each other and
are thus able to cooperate effectively (Bourdieu 1986; Coleman 2001). In the context of
migration, social networks have been essential in shaping migratory flows and integration
into host societies (Massey et al. 1993; Ryan et al. 2008). Kin-like social networks have
been considered essential in decreasing the costs of clandestine migration, especially for
first-time migrants (Singer and Massey 1998; Berg Harpviken 2009).

During transit migration, the violence and uncertainty of life on the road make it
almost impossible for migrants to depend on their traditional social networks (Bridgen
2014; González Arias and Araluce 2015). Yet, they still have to rely on strangers for
help and information, as the environment of the road changes constantly. Scholars have
observed that during dangerous situations people are less likely to trust strangers
(Erikson 1995) and have shown that scarcity and information asymmetries tend to
provide excuses for breaking social contracts (Picou and Martin 2007). Migrants find
themselves in a difficult situation as they are surrounded by migrants whom with
whom they are unacquainted and whom they need but whom they mistrust instinctively.

Nonetheless, some ethnographies have shown that sometimes strangers can establish
“disposable ties” and cooperate (Tyler and Melander 2011; Desmond 2012). Disposable
ties are relationships between acquaintances in similarly precarious situations character-
ized by accelerated and simulated intimacy, a large amount of time spent together, reci-
procal resource exchange, and that usually last for a couple of weeks. Similarly,
migrants in transit often create ad hoc associations through which they help each other
for short periods and then disband as their interests change (Wheatley and Gomberg-
Muñoz 2016). Female migrants create “protective pairings” (Vogt 2018), form groups
with other women, or associate with heterosexual couples traveling together (Schmidt
and Buechler 2017). Although these new networks can provide the migrants with econ-
omic resources and a sense of security, they cannot provide them with the necessary infor-
mation to tackle the road as the “rules of the game” change frequently in Mexico (Bridgen
2014; Martínez, Cobo, and Narváez 2015). Although these ad hoc ties fulfill an important
function for migrants, the type of cooperation without trust that I describe in this article is
different. The interactions I observed are usually one-shot and take place between stran-
gers who are only together for minutes (or hours on the trains and in the migrant houses),
who are constantly on the move, who assume (correctly) that they will never see each other
again, and who (might or always) mistrust each other profoundly. Yet, combined together,
these interactions lead to a “transient community” that gives migrants essential infor-
mation and rules of behavior that facilitate their journey.

The interactions that I describe go beyond the exchanges between a small group of
people; they involve everyone who is migrating through Mexico at the same time. It is
a generalized solidarity, similar to the concept of “bounded solidarity” developed by
Portes and Sensnbrenner (1993). Bounded solidarity explains how facing a common
adversity together can lead a group to develop a sense of camaraderie and identity
between strangers. This leads them to provide support to each other in order to achieve
their goals even if they do not know everyone in the group (Portes and Sensnbrenner
1993). Initially, the authors used the concept of bounded solidarity to describe how
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undocumented migrants help each other in the United States. In this article, I apply it to an
environment of extreme violence, precarity, and mobility. I also take it a step further by
arguing that: (1) solidarity can occur even when migrants mistrust each other; and (2)
the exchanges produced by the bounded solidarity lead to the creation of a transient com-
munity that can transmit information, convey the “rules of the game,” and create an iden-
tity that could eventually be articulated politically.

Participating in the transient community does not lead to form weak or strong ties
among those involved. Scholars have described how both weak and strong ties (Granovet-
ter 1983; Putnam 2000) promote trust and cooperation in a group (Mills et al. 2015) and
can sometimes help an individual succeed. In this article, I describe links that are one-off
interactions between migrants who do not know each other and who will probably never
see each other again. I do not define these exchanges as weak ties because the strength of a
tie that can be classified as a relationship is dependent on: (1) the amount of time people
spend together; (2) the emotional intensity of their exchanges; and (3) the reciprocal ser-
vices they provide (Granovetter 1983). This definition of weak ties suggests that two
people have a relationship when they spend some time together, share some emotional
attachment, and establish reciprocal services. The camaraderie between migrants I
describe does not meet this minimum threshold; it is just one interaction.

Finally, most authors have assumed that cooperation and trust go hand in hand and
that collaboration and showing solidarity without trust, especially in volatile situations,
is unlikely (Sahlins 1965; Lévi-Strauss 1969; Molm, Collett, and Schaefer 2007). Yet,
this article shows that it is indeed possible to cooperate with strangers in a violent
context even in the absence of trust and a social network that facilitates coordination.
As traditional social networks such as kin and kin-like ties lose relevance, new forms of
socialities are formed.

In short, I suggest that the one-off, non-strategic interactions between – migrant –
strangers who do not trust each other lead to a generalized exchange that creates a “tran-
sient community.” This imagined community provides migrants with: (1) an identity, (2)
strategic information, and (3) resources, and facilitates the clandestine migrant journey.
This “transient community” suggests a style of migration that has adapted to new deter-
rence policies which break down traditional social ties (weak and strong).

3. Methodology

I conducted a multi-sited 8-month ethnographic study during the summer of 2015 and the
spring of 2016 in Palenque, Tenosique, Nogales, Saltillo, and the Sonoran Desert. Multi-
sited ethnography allows researchers to study sites that are linked to each other as cultures
are no longer discrete units (FitzGerald 2006). In this sense, I linked the northern and the
southern border of Mexico and the U.S.-Mexico border, three sites that have strong links
within the narratives and histories of migrants. I spent time in migrant houses and can-
teens, plazas, churches, and on railways. I kept in touch with migrants through WhatsApp
and Facebook. This allowedme to chat with them, follow their journeys, deportations, suc-
cesses and, in some cases, their deaths.

Although the nature of the research made it impossible for me to do a completely
random selection of interviewees, I strived to choose a representative sample. I conducted
40 in-depth interviews2, 30 with male migrants and 10 with female migrants. 30 were from
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Honduras, 12 from Guatemala, and 8 from El Salvador. The age range was between 16 and
52 years old. This is consistent with the population that was migrating during those years
(Colef 2016). I chose people that had different levels of migration experience, age, and
nationalities. I made sure to talk to people who had left their homes by themselves,
with friends, and with family. Interactions with the participants flowed more or less
freely, but I made sure to address the following five guiding topics in my in-depth inter-
views: (1) migrant’s reasons for leaving, (2) their experiences in their journeys, (3) trust in
others in the road, (4) group formation, (5) survival strategies. Beyond that, I let the inter-
viewee take the conversation where they wanted.

I established a rapport with the migrants by spending long stretches of time with
them, hanging out and talking. My nationality placed me “outside” of the migration
game; I was not considered a threat. The volunteers and the leaders of the migrant
houses vouched for me and the migrants understood that I was merely there to
observe. I spent many hours taking notes and observing the interactions between
those around me. I noticed the ebbs and flows of the migrants and how each new
“cohort” of migrants that arrived was treated by those who had already spent some
time there. I noticed how strangers mixed and interacted and how they established
relationships or if they did not. These rich and detailed observations complement and
confirm what I learned from the interviews. The migrants described a community and
relationships that I could observe independently.

4. Mistrust and Uncertainty in Transit

Migrants in Mexico, most of who come from Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador, have
to cross the country clandestinely at great personal risk. They are robbed, beaten, raped,
kidnapped, tortured, and murdered (CNDH 2011; Kuhner 2011; Pombo 2017). Many of
them disappear. The perpetrators range from migration officers to the police, to petty
criminals, and organized crime (Amnesty International 2010; CNDH 2011; Barja Coria
2015).

As migrants move towards the U.S.-Mexico border, their vulnerability increases. The
road takes away their stamina, their optimism, and their belongings; criminals steal
their money, and sometimes even their shoes. They are less likely to get help from their
social networks either back home or in their new country so they have to navigate the
country by themselves (Menjívar 2000; Bridgen 2014; Fernández Casanueva 2017).
Migrants travel around 3,000 kilometers from the southern to the northern border of
Mexico via a mixture of walking, freight train, and small buses. It is exhausting and dis-
orienting. As the migration checkpoints and the criminal landscape of the country change
constantly, they have to adapt their routes accordingly. To survive without the usual net-
works, they need information and material resources, but they have to face the most
dangerous stretches of the journey alone.

Well-intentioned actors (friends with experience, volunteers, and state agents) are con-
stantly reminding those crossing Mexico that the road is full of potential robbers and kid-
nappers waiting to pounce on them. Tenosique, in Tabasco, is one of the first stops for
migrants coming from Central America. There, in the migrant house3 “La 72,” Fray
Tomás, the priest in charge of it, always gives a talk after dinner. He sometimes warns
them about the dangers of “false friends” and people who will try to prey on them.
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Every time I heard the speech, I observed most of the migrants nodding vigorously. They
knew. Francisco, a 32-year-old migrant from Honduras told me in Saltillo:

You cannot trust anyone, not even your shadow. You never know who is looking for an ‘in’ to
take advantage of you. This is a dangerous road and there are a lot of malandros, criminals. I
would recommend anyone taking the road for the first time not to trust.

This sensible advice is repeated over and over again until it becomes a mantra.
Trusting and cooperating with strangers is indeed dangerous. Often, even social net-

works leave them vulnerable to harm. Jonathan, a 17-year-old migrant from Guatemala,
told me that he “dropped like a strawberry” into the lap of an unscrupulous kidnapper who
pretended he was his friend:

We met at a bus station in Nogales, I think, and he told me, ‘let’s take a taxi to the border and
from there we can get someone to help us cross, but first, let’s stop at this migrant house’, so I
came with him and he opened the door to this big house with rusted doors and… he pushed
me in! And it turned out it was a ‘security house’ [where they keep kidnapped migrants]. I
was there for weeks until I escaped.

Anecdotes of this kind, or even less violent betrayals, like when Cristian had his backpack
containing his hairdressing tools stolen by another Honduran man whom he had met on
the bus show why, for migrants who are already vulnerable, trusting and cooperating with
people they do not know is risky. They also show that social networks do not always gen-
erate positive outcomes. These stories become part of the mythology of transit as caution-
ary tales. The risk of engaging with an ill-intentioned person is high enough to make
trusting seem naïve. Nonetheless, migrants need others in order to carry on. The transient
community allows them to remain guarded while enjoying some of the advantages that a
social group provides, such as the transmission of gossip, material help, and emotional
support.

5. Walking Together: The Transient Community of Migrantes

In the Saltillo Migrant House, Luis, a volunteer, gathers the migrants together on the patio
before every meal. The migrants line the edge of the patio while Luis stands in the center,
talking to them. First, he welcomes the newmigrants to the house and reminds them of the
rules with the help of veteran migrants. Then, he tells them that one of the most important
house policies is to eat everything on one’s plate and not to waste food; if they do not like a
particular type of food, they should ask for it not to be served to them; once it is on their
plate, they should eat it. “Why do we do this?” asks Luis. Five or six migrants raise their
hands and then Gordo (a 23-year-old, from Honduras) answers: “Because each little grain
of rice that we waste could have gotten together with other grains of rice and could have
eventually become a taco, and that taco would help feed someone who comes later,
another migrante.” Then Mabel (31 years old, migrating from El Salvador with her 4-
year-old child) adds: “and since we are all migrants and we know how hard walking
here is and how hungry we get, we understand we need to eat but also consider those
who come later.” Luis agrees and states: “remember that there is always someone else
coming after you; and this house is for you, but also for the ones who will come after
you.” Eventually, he lets them proceed slowly into the dining room.
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Only those who have undertaken el camino can understand what it is like to be hungry,
scared, or threatened and discriminated against while attempting to access a new country.
Josué (20 years old), a third-time migrant, told me in Palenque that he feels he cannot talk
about what is happening to him with his family back in El Salvador because he knows they
will not be able to imagine what he has seen and how he has felt. He has had scary experi-
ences, like when he saw a woman fall from the train, but he has also met generous people
who have opened their homes to him and offered their help. Esteban, a 22-year-old
migrant from Honduras told me that migrating is very hard but also very beautiful: he
remembered how the landscape changed when he was on the train, from jungle to
desert, and how he had seen the most beautiful stars while traveling on top of the train.
All those who undertake el camino share similar memories and similar fears; migrating
changes them and they know it.

Liisa Malkki observed a similar phenomenon in a refugee camp where she carried out
fieldwork. She noticed that the people living in the camp had shared understandings of
their situation and formed an “accidental community of memory” that was not anchored
to a local or national community. Instead, they were drawn together by a “less explicit and
often more biographical, microhistorical, unevenly emerging sense of accidental sharings
of memories and transitory experience” (Malkki 1995, 91). For her, “accidental commu-
nities of memory” can be formed by people who have shared experiences – for instance,
of war, of living in a refugee camp, or of fleeing a revolution. In all these cases, the event
brings people together who might not otherwise have met during the normal course of
their lives. They all understand that they have lived through a unique experience that
only those who were there will be able to understand – an experience that now constitutes
their shared and transient history.

Migrants understand what it means to be a transit migrant in Mexico because they have
survived similar incidents. However, this community goes beyond understanding and
sharing a common experience. Malkki’s description of an “accidental community of
memory” (1995) focuses on the shared understandings and narratives that a group of
people experience; not on how those shared experiences lead to action. The concept of
“bounded solidarity” (Portes and Sensnbrenner 1993) shows how those shared under-
standings of oppression can activate solidarity within a group. My concept of “transient
communities” takes this idea a step further by showing how a common experience of
oppression can lead to the articulation of a group identity that, through solidarity
without trust, can provide mobile people of different nationalities who are living
through intense violence and uncertainty with somemuch-needed rules of behavior, infor-
mation, and resources. This “transient community” helps to compensate for some of the
disadvantages migrants experience through not having access to their kinship ties.
Andabas, a Guatemalan migrant, notes that

they all share. When you are on the train sometimes you bring something, and the other guy
doesn’t, and you share. We are going towards the same goal, the same dream; we have the
same objective, but we share our things; there is no competition.

This transient community of migrants is one of the most stable and ubiquitous com-
ponents of the transit experience in Mexico.

In general, communities have strong and stable ties that extend back over time. They
provide a context for intimacy, they represent morality and serve as a repository for old
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traditions (Erikson 1979). In the transient community that exists in Mexico there is little
mutual intimacy between its members, but there is a culture that can be transmitted.
Migrants form an “imagined community” (Anderson 1983) of migrantes who share a
common narrative about their experiences and through that insight they build a sense
of migrante identity and solidarity. This is still a community, but one in which the
members do not know and trust each other and where few strong bonds are formed.
However, the way in which it is organized provides migrants with essential resources
for surviving the transit. Being part of the transient community provides the migrants
with: (a) a group identity; (b) resources accessed through cooperation, even in the
absence of trust; and (c) migration-specific cultural capital such as the rules of the
game and behaviors. This transient community is a type of affiliation network (Faust
1997) where migrants are tied to each other through their participation in the collectivity
and where migrants are a node and the community another.

5.1. Shared Identity, “We are All Migrantes”

In this section I discuss how a new migrante identity is created along the migrant trail
through: (1) migrant self-categorization; (2) strategic categorization; as well as through
(3) the external categorization of other actors such as criminals, journalists, or volunteers.
Thismigrante identity allows those who consider themselves migrants to regain their sense
of value, and of personhood, and gives them the emotional strength to keep moving. The
migrante identity also leads to increased cooperation and exchange, even among people
who never fully trust each other. These exchanges help migrants to navigate the route
as well as the time they spend waiting at the U.S.-Mexico border.

The perception of an external threat that can affect anyone in the group (Drury,
Cocking and Reicher, 2009) and a similar sense of oppression (Portes and Sensnbrenner
1993) can transform individuals into a psychologically unified group. Those in transit
through Mexico categorize themselves as migrantes because they face the same violence
and share a similar sense of oppression while trying to achieve their goal of reaching
the United States. This category of migrantes only includes those who are trying to
reach the United States by traveling through the country. This is clear from the way
that transit migrants talk about themselves. Robin, who migrated from Guatemala with
his brothers, told me in Tenosique that, “we are all migrantes, immigrants; we all want
to arrive at the north. We are not criminals; we are just trying to survive.” According to
this classification, he is not talking about other types of foreigners in Mexico; he is only
including those who share his strife. Migrants crossing from Central America face a
unique threat level in contrast with other foreigners in Mexico.

Migrantes are very aware of this distinction. One Monday morning I visited the main
church in Palenque. I knew that the priest sometimes allowed migrants and families to
sleep in some of the service rooms next to the church and I wanted to see why they did
not want to go to the migrant house. As I approached, I saw what looked like eight or
nine migrants sharing food on the steps of the church. To their right I saw a tent
pitched on a grassy patch. I was surprised because I had never seen a transit migrant carry-
ing camping gear and I did not understand why a tourist would pitch a tent there. I bought
an ice cream and loitered around the area until the tent owner emerged. He was a young
man with olive skin and a hippy-backpacker look. I could not place him. Was he a
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backpacker? Was he fromMexico? He was folding his tent as I approached and we started
chatting. He told me his name was Alex and that he was from Guatemala. He did not have
a visa or official permission, but he was backpacking through Mexico all the way to the
U.S.-Mexico border. I still did not understand, so I asked: “So, you are migrating
through Mexico in order to reach the United States?” He laughed and said: “I am back-
packing through Mexico and will eventually get to the United States, it’s not the same
thing.” And this turned out to be true. Those around him did not consider him amigrante:
“Just look at him, he’s just a kid trying to have an adventure. He doesn’t need to move; he
will go back as soon as there’s an issue.” Alex was not a migrante because he did not share
their goals and their fears.

In addition to the self-categorization, migrants also use strategic categorization to
identify themselves as transit migrants in order to get help. By priming the characteristics
that will make it more likely for them to receive help, they show an understanding of the
social and political dynamics in Mexico and their role in the clandestine migration
ecosystem.

In sympathetic towns or cities, migrants choose to become more visible in order to ask
for help. They stand outside churches or food markets to ask for money or help. They
know that their plight might make them sympathetic, so they stress the characteristics
that identify them as migrants. They show their national ID, for example. Some carry
foreign currency to show they are not from Mexico. Deported Mexicans in border
towns show their deportation papers in order to access help. Often pedestrians and
drivers will probe further to make sure they are really helping people in transit or depor-
tees and not Mexicans pretending to need help. Migrants know they might have to tell
their story, answer questions about Honduras or Guatemala, or show their wounds in
order to prove that they are genuine. This is also the case with regard to migrant
houses or shelters. In order to get help people need to make it apparent that they are
migrants.

Additionally, Central American transit migrants are also categorized externally as a dis-
tinct group by institutions, in this case, the Mexican government and the advocacy groups.
The Mexican government focuses most of its anti-migration enforcement energy on cap-
turing and returning Central American migrants (Casillas and Córdova Alcaraz 2018).
The agents of the National Migration Institute (INM) usually look for people who seem
to come from these countries. They use a mix of bias and experience to detect them.
Jorge, an officer from the INM based in Palenque, describes them as follows: “they are
dusty, sometimes dirty, they do not look you in the eye, the shoes are worn, they use
old backpacks; also, you can smell the fear.” Jorge is famous among the officers patrolling
the southern border for being able to detect a migrant from a distance or among all the
passengers on a bus. He is very proud of his efficiency. According to him, they do not
even need to speak: “you can smell who belongs and who doesn’t.” While he was
saying this, a couple of his colleagues nodded knowingly. The south of Mexico, where
most migrants are apprehended, is a very poor area with a high proportion of indigenous
Mexican people. The agents frequently mistake Mexicans who are members of indigenous
groups for undocumented migrants. Sometimes they deport them without listening to
their claims of nationality. Although their instinct is sometimes wrong, migrants agree
that agents are usually very good at detecting them.
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The role of the migrant houses in creating and reproducing a migrante identity is very
important too. Most of the migrant houses have a song, a prayer, or a speech that is sung
or read before every meal. In Pakal-Na (southern border) the nuns encourage the migrants
to sing a song that reinforces the notion that all migrants are a town, a pueblo that walks
together and that they should help each other. In Saltillo (northern border), telling them
that their behavior affects those who come after them particularly resonated with the
migrants and made them think about how their actions affected other migrantes. The vol-
unteers have also learned to detect who is a migrante by using similar preconceptions
regarding the other actors. Interestingly, migrants and actors who work with them
described the migrantes in a similar way. Juan, a 19-year-old migrant describes himself
and the others as follows: “We are all dirty, well, dusty; we have unkempt hair; we also
have pain in our shoulders – it is easy to see… also, look at the shoes and the backpacks.”
It is clear that all the descriptions are of people who are still attempting to reach the United
States.

The transit through Mexico and crossing the U.S.-Mexico border involves a continual
threat to the lives and the integrity of the migrants that sometimes culminates in actual
violence. My observations have shown that the shift from “me” to “we” that the migrants
experience lasts for at least as long as they are attempting to get to the United States.

This new migrante identity gives migrants a much-needed sense of value and person-
hood. When they cross Mexico, they often feel devalued and less human, as Gordo
explains:

The police beat you, themigra calls you dog, they call the vans where they put us ‘dog houses’,
we are treated like we are not humans anymore, like we are animalitos, little animals, some-
times scary animals. You cannot know from seeing me right now, but I am a respectable
person in Tegucigalpa. If you could see me there, I’m a person in Honduras.

Forming a group identity with everyone around them restores their sense of worth and
encourages them to keep moving. Juan, a young migrant from Guatemala expressed it
as follows:

… but I look around and I see that there is someone who looks me in the eye and shares a sip
of coffee with me and then drinks from the same cup and he is not disgusted by me. And I
know he is like me because we are both migrantes and because we understand each other.
Frankly, it’s one of the nicest things about crossing, finding so many people like me
because before I thought that we were Guatemalans and Salvadorians and Hondurans and
that was different, but it really isn’t. And learning that has helped me be strong and move
and pick myself up because I’m walking alongside my people.

Crossing Mexico is not only physically hard, but it also takes a lot of mental energy to keep
moving when one experiences discrimination, violence, fear, hunger, and uncertainty
every day. However, as the interviews show, knowing that others are moving forward
alongside them helps migrants to keep putting one foot in front of the other. The clandes-
tine migration process becomes somewhat social.

5.2. Increased Cooperation and Exchange of Resources

Many migrants explained to me how, while they were gathered together waiting for a train
or lingering before being admitted into a migrant house, people (either in groups, with
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their families, or by themselves) shared a taco, passed round a bottle of Coke, or gossiped
about the road ahead. In the case of the transient community of migrants, this generalized
exchange of food and information is common and indispensable. The food, resources, and
information that migrants get through these exchanges are valuable and often help them
to adjust their plans as necessary and keep going. However, the interactions between them
are still cautious. They rarely allow for the creation of stronger bonds or trust between
strangers, in contrast to what scholars have observed in other cases of generalized
cooperation. Most studies on generalized exchange and trust focus on strangers living
in low-risk situations in limited geographical areas (Molm, Collett, and Schaefer 2007).
The migrant trail is a huge open social structure where people are surrounded by violence
and scarcity and move around continuously. There is tension, which is apparent even
when migrants try to explain it themselves, between understanding someone and
showing them solidarity and trusting them. The exchanges I have explored and used as
examples generate feelings of solidarity and unity among the group of migrants;
however, they are never able overcome their generalized mistrust, no matter how much
help they receive from strangers on the road.

Migrants in the transient community self-categorize asmigrantes who face similar chal-
lenges and threats and this has emotional consequences: the shift from “me” to “we”
results in a greater commitment and loyalty to the group. This, in turn, means acting in
the new group’s interests in various ways, even when individual members do not know
each other personally (Portes and Sensnbrenner 1993; Drury, Cocking, and Reicher
2009). “What I learned on the road is the solidarity, the companionship among the
migrants; I understood we are all migrants and we are going to the same place and we
are not competing; we all want everyone to arrive…” Andabas self-identified as a
migrante, understood the shared threat, and became part of the “we.” Consequently, he
understood what his peers were going through, and sometimes helped them. Although
migrants usually state that there is no trust on the road and that they do not rely on
anyone, most described the benefit they also gained from numerous occurrences of help
and cooperation while in Mexico. Gordo describes the solidarity he experienced:

when you are on the train for ten hours and you are thirsty and someone gives you a sip of
Coke or a bite of a taco even if they do not know you… and I did the same thing sometimes.
At the end of the day, we are all migrantes.

Through these small exchanges of food, or objects (like Bibles, combs, or clothing),
members of the transient community create a community where people can often find
what they need to survive another day and to keep going. Those who have benefited
from help along the road believe that carrying on would have been harder if they had
been completely isolated. For example, Sebas was on the verge of giving up when the tran-
sient community saved him:

I hadn’t eaten in two days. I had drunk water, but it was dirty water, from puddles and
faucets. I had been paying attention, but I couldn’t even find an apple on the ground. I
thought I might have to steal some food or hunt an algarrobo [a lizard]. I had begged but
no one had helped me. I was alone. I have a sister in the United States but, how will she
help me? Anyway… I arrived at the train tracks; you know. In Pakal-Na [Palenque] and
then I saw like 30 migrants like me on the tracks and in the shade waiting for the train.
And I was still shy but hungry so I sat next to a group and would you believe that they
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offered me a taco? It was the most delicious taco I’ve ever had. And they didn’t really talk a lot
but one of them told me, “you look hungry, I bet el camino has been rough to you,” before he
fed me.

For Mario, the help he received came in the form of a blanket. He was crossing with his 14-
year-old son, a first-time migrant. They were on the train and it started to get very cold.
Mario remembers fondly how a man sitting next to them on the train journey gave him a
blanket for his son:

And that meant he was not cold, and he was able to sleep for four hours, while we crossed the
country. He didn’t even wake up when themalandros came and robbed us. I will never forget
the man with the blanket.

Mario and Sebas, and all the others who received help, later “passed it on” by helping
others. Sebas said he taught someone how to climb aboard a train. He also remembers
how hungry he had been and consequently tries to share his food with those who look
as if they are about to faint. He remembers to be cautious but, “even if I don’t trust
them or if they look dodgy, if I see the hunger in their eyes, I cannot control myself. I
was them before and I understand…”

Although the advantages of the community are obvious, migrants do not just partici-
pate strategically in the solidarity exchanges. Often, it is impossible to know if the person
one is talking to will reciprocate. Many still choose to share because they saw themselves in
the others. When a large number of migrants act like that, solidarity becomes generalized
within the group.

Even after experiencing the advantages of exchange, migrants will not extend their trust
outside of their immediate circle (e.g. their family or their group). This comradeship in
transit is relatively easy for them because it does not involve any risk. They do not need
to trust someone to share food with them. They will share a sip of water or a bite of
torta because they can spare them, but they never take out their money or buy extra
food for everyone. They give others information about the road because it is easy and
because it would be rude not to reply if someone asks – but they never volunteer personal
information or strategies. The transient community does not produce trust, but it helps the
migrants survive and adapt.

5.3. Informal Rules and Transmission of Information

The transient community can socialize new migrants into the rules of the game and can
provide them with valuable information that they need to survive. This help is essential in
navigating the often confusing and ever-changing migrant trail. In other contexts of clan-
destine migration, it is close family and friends who teach new clandestine migrants where
to go and how to behave and thus help to decrease the costs involved in moving (Singer
and Massey 1998). However, in Mexico migrants are separated from their strong ties and
are faced with an unpredictable road. The checkpoints move; the trains stop and start at
unpredictable times; the map of cartel and gang violence evolves as new criminal groups
move into towns, and migrant houses open and close. Since all of these “rules of the game”
change so frequently, even the advice and help of their families is not enough to help
migrants cross Mexico successfully. In this context the transient community of migrantes
– imperfectly – replaces the help that family or friends with experience could have
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provided. Migrants learn by observing those around them and by being taught by gener-
ous people along the way.

Those who are unwilling to engage with a group and who cannot ask directly for help
still participate in the transient community and can observe its rules and behaviors and
replicate them without interacting with anyone. Jesús (25 years old) explains how he
learned what to do during his first migration: “When I first crossed, I just observed
how others acted; I followed a coyote1 and his pollos2 and paid attention.” The rules of
the community inform the behavior of the migrants in adopting the strategies that are cur-
rently useful.

The existing members socialize the new members into the rules. The systems and beha-
viors are updated as the road changes. Ronaldo (47 years old from Guatemala), a seven-
time migrant who I met in Saltillo, told me: “I show the new migrants how to behave and
how to get on the train and how to treat the people from the migrant house. They are so
young, they do not know. I can tell them.” Some people also told me how experienced
migrants had drawn a map for them and told them about the migrant houses while
they waited for a train or a bus.

The transient community is also a repository of valuable information and gossip.
Migrants who choose to engage with its members can learn about recent changes in the
layout of the route and new obstacles. In 2014, when the Mexican government increased
the number of checkpoints and made the train run faster to deter irregular migration, the
community adapted quickly. Migrants learned that as soon as they arrived in Tenosique
they would need to spend the next three days walking to Palenque in order to avoid the
roadblocks and catch the train when it stopped. When I was doing fieldwork, two
women were murdered by gangs close to Palenque. Everyone, even those in a church
some distance away from the place where it happened, knew what was going on. Many
decided to avoid the spot for a couple of days. It does not matter whether migrants
choose to travel by themselves or in a group; drawing on the help that the migrant com-
munity can provide increases the chance of success.

6. The Transient Community as an Adaptation Strategy

It is clear that, although participating in the transient community of migrants does not
guarantee their safety or make their transit uneventful, it does provide migrants with
resources and support which they could not have acquired themselves and that their
kin are unable to provide. I believe that participating in the community makes a positive
difference to the outcomes of transiting. The migrants have more energy and motivation to
keep moving because they feel part of a community. They get access to information that
helps them change routes if necessary. Finally, they often receive food or money when they
most need it to keep going.

What is interesting about this community is that it is an imagined community of
migrantes. Even if they did not all share exactly the same experiences, most of the
people I talked to felt that they had been through the same thing. The transitory migrante
community exists because all the members believe they are part of the same journey, with
the same memories and the same goals. Migrants do not expect immediate reciprocation
when they help someone; they do it because they understand what the person is going
through. The community does not exist to be useful, to transmit information, or to
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help the migrants stay alive (although it may help with all of these things as well); it is
created by migrants moving through Mexico who feel they are part of something
bigger – it gives them a sense of belonging. It has an existence which is independent of
each migrant, and it continues when they leave. The community is formed by thousands
of individual and uncoordinated actions.

Migrants in transit form other types of social arrangements while still participating in
the wider community. Some take to the road with their families, some by themselves, and
others find friends along the way. However, the value of the transient community is that it
provides resources that individuals or small groups cannot get elsewhere. In times of crisis,
especially when fleeing, information from people outside the core social network is essen-
tial in order to make decisions. Strangers or a person’s weak ties can provide different
information precisely because they are not close to the individual’s social network. This
diverse information is often what makes the difference between a safer migration
process and a more fraught one (Berg Harpviken 2009). The same is true with regard
to food or money. Some migrants might have access to different resources that are una-
vailable to others. For example, women tend to get more money or food when they beg
for help which they can redistribute among the community. In this way, the transient
community links all those who are crossing by small acts of generalized exchange
without forcing them to form a social network and to relinquish valuable information.

The strengthening of this transient community is an outcome of the deterrence policies
that Mexico has implemented during the last decade. Previously, migrants crossed the
country in a couple of days and were rarely robbed. They could stay in contact with
their family members when they were migrating, and they could receive wire transfers
if needed. Now, there are more obstacles to overcome and both state and criminal violence
have increased. Migrants cannot rely on their families anymore and few can afford to pay a
good smuggler to take them through Mexico. As a consequence of this isolation from their
networks “from outside,” migrants have started to cautiously look “inwards” towards
those walking alongside them for help and support. This new migration pattern that
resists state deterrence and creates international solidarity could lead to new ways of
organization and migration, as the caravans of 2018 showed.

7. Negative Aspects of the Transient Community

One of the criticisms to social network research is that it mostly focuses on the positive
aspects of sociability (Portes 1998). Portes, for instance, identified at least four negative
aspects of social networks: exclusion of outsiders, excess claims on group members,
restrictions on individual freedoms, and downward leveling norms (Portes 1998).
Studies have shown that, in general, migrant women benefit less from ties than migrant
men (Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994; Rosales 2014; Toma 2016) and that newcomers can be
exploited by established migrants (Cranford 2005; Rosales 2014). This issues can also
happen with associations -like protective pairings and small groups- that migrants form
in transit (Vogt 2018; Díaz de León 2019). Sometimes a member of these groups
betrays the rest and abuses, robs, or kidnaps them.

In this research, I observed three main negative aspects of the transient community of
migrantes. First, some one-shot interactions can lead to harm and danger (such as kidnap-
pings). Second, the identity of the transient community might exclude other transit
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migrants who do not conform to the majority (for example, black migrants). Third, the
community encourages migrants to follow the same routes making migrants more visible.

The transient community I describe in this article is different from other longer-lasting
social arrangements that are formed in transit (such as protective pairings and small
groups). It is based on thousands of one-shot interactions between strangers who might
never see each other again. However, especially for first-time migrants, some of the
one-shot interactions that form the transient community can be dangerous. Christian, a
19-year-old migrant from Honduras, got his bag stolen someone who said he would
look after it while Christian went into a store. Juan, from Guatemala, told me how
another migrant directed him to a migrant house. Once Juan came in, he realized he
had been tricked into handing himself over to kidnappers.

The identity formed within the transient community seems to exclude people in transit
who do not conform to what the majority of the migrants believe a migrante looks (or
should look) like. During my fieldwork I observed some cases where Black Honduran
(Garifuna) migrants, Colombians, and a Russian were seen as suspicious and “not
really migrating” based mainly on their skin color or nationality.

When I was there, the vast majority of flows were conformed of Central American
mestizo or indigenous migrants. Other migrants stood out. Now, the flows have more
people from India, Haiti, and Africa. It would be interesting to see how the community
incorporates or rejects these other nationalities. Will a shared oppression be enough?

Finally, participating in the community encourages migrants to follow the traditional
migrant routes. Here, migrants are on the one hand more visible and hence subject to vio-
lence and control. On the other, migrants also find more support, both informally and
through migrant houses.

Despite these negative aspects, overall, the transit community is an important feature of
transit through Mexico. It facilitates the transit process. The exchanges help migrants
survive and give them an identity.

8. Conclusion

This article advances the knowledge of social networks and social capital by showing that,
in contrast to what most studies in this field have shown, people under extreme precarity,
and uncertainty (like in transit migration) can help each other survive and move forward
through small acts of solidarity. These one-shot interactions happen even when migrants
do not trust each other. The exchanges provide migrants with information, resources, and
a shared sense of identity when kin networks cannot provide them. The transitory com-
munity can be an important substitute for social networks in times of violence and social
breakdown.

Through this ethnography, I was able to demonstrate that one of the most important
social arrangements in clandestine transit migration is not kin ties, but the transient com-
munity of migrantes that is formed by low-stakes one-shot interactions between migrants
who do not know or trust each other. This finding contributes to the study of social net-
works and migration by showing that transit is a distinctive part of the migration process
where pre-established social networks do not have as much prominence as in departure or
arrival. The article also shows the order in the apparently chaotic transit migration
process.
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The increased violence that migrants are experiencing as a consequence of the harden-
ing of borders has not led -for the most part- to isolation and competition. While states
have strived to isolate themselves, migrants in transit have formed new transnational iden-
tities that have led them to cooperate. The formation of the migrant caravans in 2018 and
the recent protests outside the detention centers in the southern border of Mexico show
that, despite separating migrants from their traditional networks, deterrence policies
and increased violence in Mexico are forcing migrants to form new social arrangements.
This increased awareness of a common fate and struggle could lead to further migrant
organization and perhaps to new strategies designed to overcome the deterrence policies
that migrants have to face.

Notes

1. The migrant caravans of 2018 and 2019, whereby hundreds of migrants gathered together to
cross Mexico as a very visible group, show a new type of social arrangement formed by
migrants while migrating. However, it is still the case that most of the undocumented
transit migration through Mexico takes place clandestinely and individually or in small
groups. Although the visibility of the caravans has given them a high profile in the media,
it is not a sustainable migration model and is thus unlikely to become the main migration
strategy for most migrants.

2. All names are pseudonyms.
3. Migrant houses or migrant shelters are spaces along the migrant trail in Mexico where

migrants in transit can eat, shower, rest, and sometimes find help. These spaces are
managed by volunteers, mostly Catholic priests or nuns.
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