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Abstract 

 

Forced into Exile: Conflicts of Space, Gender and Identity among 

Young Salvadoran Deportees 

 

Miguel Gutierrez Jr., M.A.; M.A. 

 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

 

Supervisors: Nestor Rodriguez and Bryan Roberts 

 

The focus of this thesis is on male, Salvadoran deportees, aged 20-35, who after 

spending their formative years in the United States, are faced with the task of reintegrating 

into Salvadoran society. Overall, Salvadoran males account for 90% of detainees and 

deportees to El Salvador (UCA, 2015). Through this sample, I explore the experience of 

young deportees in the growing call-center sector, and explore the consequences of 

gendered, transnational narratives, and the impact of deportations on their identity. The 

backdrop for this study is El Salvador's growing call-center industry, as this is the site 

where I interviewed participants, and one that was continuously framed as a site of 

criminality by local Salvadorans. The way young deportees maintain bonds with their 

former communities in the United States, perform their identities, and self-identify can 

greatly influence the manner in which they interact with Salvadorans in their new society. 

Consequently, these former aspects can greatly affect how deportees reconstruct their lives 

in a foreign context. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

When asked to identify the most difficult obstacle faced by deportees in El 

Salvador, Jose, a young deportee promptly replied, “Salvadoran society.” According to 

Jose, deportees are constantly faced with perceptions that criminalize and exclude them 

from Salvadoran society. El Salvador is the smallest country in Central America, yet 

Salvadorans are slated to compose the third largest Latin American population in the 

United States (Pew Research Center, 2013). Currently, an influx of deported youth to El 

Salvador has met serious challenges when reintegrating to Salvadoran society. Previous 

research in El Salvador has demonstrated that young deportees have a variegated 

reintegration process, with their experience contingent on levels of education, access to 

resources, and support networks (UCA, 2007; Hagan et al., 2008; Coutin, 2011; Dingeman 

& Coutin, 2012;). Though there exists a rich body of research documenting the experience 

of immigrants settling in the U.S., there is a deficiency in research documenting the 

outcomes of deportees, and their lived experience (Hagan et al., 2008; Brotherton & 

Barrios, 2009; Dingeman & Coutin, 2012).  

I focus my research on the experience of deported youth who belong to a cohort 

labeled the 1.5 generation, which refers to individuals born abroad, but brought to the 

United States at a young age by their immigrant parents (Flores & Benmayor, 1997; Portes 

and Rumbaut, 2001; Andrade-Eekhoff, 2003; Coutin, 2011). Displaced by a U.S.-

sponsored civil war, Salvadorans—U.S. and foreign-born—comprise approximately 

1,980,000 of the estimated 54 million Latinos residing in the U.S. (Pew Research Center, 

2013). Furthermore, only about three-in-ten Salvadoran immigrants (29%) are U.S. citizens 

(Pew Research Center, 2013). In 1996, with the passage of the Illegal Immigration Reform 

and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA), the criteria for deportation was broadened, 
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and subsequent enforcement programs, such as Secure Communities and E-verify aided in 

dramatically increasing the number of deportations to El Salvador (Rodriguez & Hagan, 

2004; Brotherton & Barrios, 2009; Hagan et al, 2011). During the 2013 fiscal year, the 

Obama administration deported an unprecedented 438,000 undocumented immigrants. Of 

those individuals, a majority, 240,000, were categorized as non-criminals (Pew Research 

Center, 2013).  

The way young deportees maintain bonds with their former communities in the 

United States, perform their identities, and self-identify can greatly influence the manner 

in which they interact with Salvadorans in their new society. A sense of self-hood and 

social displacement is interlocked within a cultural conflict that is best described as socio-

cultural dislocation (Brotherton and Barrios, 2009). Issues of socio-cultural dislocation 

pertain to the difficulties deportees face when coming to terms with their cultural, social 

and physical displacement from the United States (Brotherton & Barrios, 2009). By 

understanding this dislocation, one can recognize the barriers that young, Salvadoran 

deportees face when interacting with their new societies. Through this approach, an 

emphasis is placed on the subjective process by which young deportees remake their lives 

once physically forced to a foreign location. In accentuating this process, cultural practices 

reveal how deportees construct their identities in a context of change, unique challenges, 

and globalization.  

The focus of this thesis is on male, Salvadoran deportees, aged 20-35, who after 

spending their formative years in the United States, are faced with the task of reintegrating 

into Salvadoran society. Of the 21,877 deportations to El Salvador in 2013, 19,767 were 

male, while 2,110 where female (UCA, 2015). Overall, Salvadoran males account for 90% 

of detainees and deportees to El Salvador (UCA, 2015). Not surprisingly then, previous 

studies also have cited difficulty in securing female deportees to participate (Coutin, 2011; 
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Dingeman & Rambaut, 2011). Though the lack of female participation is a glaring gap, this 

research is useful in documenting the experience of the overwhelming majority of 

deportees—males—to El Salvador. Through this sample, I explore the experience of young 

deportees in the growing call-center sector, and explore the consequences of gendered, 

transnational narratives, and the impact of deportations on their identity. 

 Departamento 15 is a term used in El Salvador when referring to the Salvadoran 

diaspora residing in the United States, with the name deriving from the 14 existing 

departments within the country's national boundaries. The backdrop for this study is El 

Salvador's growing call-center industry, as this is the site where I conversed with 

participants, and one that was continuously framed as a site of criminality by local 

Salvadorans. This study should not be considered representative of the experience of all 

deportees, nor should it be considered representative of all 1.5 generation migrants who 

were deported.  It is important to note that this sample draws exclusively from individuals 

employed by call-centers, and does not include the experiences of individuals in other 

industries, or in rural areas of El Salvador. 

The majority of call-centers in El Salvador serve U.S. markets, and the bilingual 

voice of Salvadoran deportees becomes one of many important links that connects them to 

the United States.  By courting the telecommunications sector, El Salvador has entered a 

global market characterized by white-collar jobs, service industries, and the outsourcing of 

labor (Harvey, 1999, Rivas, 2014). Consequently, national and international firms sub-

contract labor, seek flexible hiring practices to minimize costs, and protect against market 

volatility (Harvey, 1999). With heightened competition, international corporations are 

forced to seek location specific advantages that serve to maximize efficiency and profit 

(Harvey, 1999). Given its close proximity to the United States, and lower wages, El 
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Salvador is promoted as an ideal site for telecommunication firms to operate their business, 

and as a bilingual country with a strong understanding of American and global culture.  

 

METHODOLOGY 

This article draws from previous research, and from 22 formal and informal 

interviews, conducted in El Salvador, during a seven-week visit in the summer of 2013. 

The interviews were conducted in the homes of male deportees, and at one of the many 

call-centers located in San Salvador. Initial attempts to contact deportees through NGOs 

and Salvadoran government agencies proved difficult, with many organizations citing lack 

of contact with this demographic. Thus, participants for the study were contacted at 

random, outside of the call-center, and in San Salvador. Fieldwork for the project involved 

semi-structured interviews, direct observations, field notes, and collective discussions. I 

engaged in various informal conversations with young deportees outside of the call-center, 

and these conversations proved to be extremely beneficial for content, as a discussion with 

one deportee invariably turned into a collective session with various individuals. Lastly, it 

is important to note that all interviews and conversations were held in English or 

“Spanglish.”  

The call-center where I centered the study is an American-owned enterprise, 

located off a main thoroughfare in San Salvador, and is situated in close proximity to 

various Salvadoran and international businesses. The area where employees congregate is 

located on a side of the building, away from the main entrance that faces the main street. 

Though there is a strong commercial presence in the area, it is also characterized by 

residential neighborhoods, with a series of homes and apartment complexes near the site. 

The building is approximately six to seven stories tall, and does not contrast with the 
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adjacent buildings in the area. On one side of the building, there is a series of steps that 

lead to a quarter-circle landing, with four more steps leading up to another landing just 

before an entrance. On any given day, I would often find employees enjoying their work 

break on the steps, landings, or on the sidewalk next to them. At night, it was not unusual 

to witness employees smoking during their breaks, or talking on the phone while seated at 

the steps. With various places to rest, this area lends itself to being an ideal site for social 

gatherings and interactions. Of the various call-centers I visited, the layout of this particular 

call-center was most inviting as a gathering point, and it was mostly because of this 

accessibility that I chose this particular location. 

Questions in the study inquired about various aspects of these individuals' lived 

experiences regarding their deportation. Of these aspects, three main themes were present 

throughout the conversations. Participants were prompted to speak about their lives prior 

to deportation and post-deportation. Participants were also asked to discuss how they 

identified prior and after their forced removal from the United States. Self-identification 

amongst deportees is important, as it can reveal insight into the transnational imaginary of 

individuals. Additionally, deportees were also asked to discuss their connections to the 

United States and El Salvador, and how these connections aided their reintegration process. 

The age range for participants was from 20-35 years old, with an overwhelming majority 

of participants arriving in the United States before the age of 15. Unfortunately, of the 22 

participants, only one was female. As previously stated, this is not unique to this inquiry, 

as previous studies have also cited difficulty in securing female deportee participation 

(Coutin, 2011; Dingeman & Rambaut, 2011). Many young deportees continuously referred 

to the United States as home, identified each other as ‘DPs’ (an abbreviation of deportee), 

and attempted to create semblances of the life they once led in the United States.  
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While residing in the United States, young migrants formed American identities 

shaped by their participation in social and educational institutions (Coutin, 2011). For 

many immigrant youth, cultural identity can have more influence on their self-concept than 

their legal status (Zilberg, 2004; Brotherton & Barrios, 2009). Additionally, migrants who 

have spent considerable time abroad are less prepared to adapt to a society that they may 

no longer recognize (Gmelch, 1980; Hagan et al., 2008; Coutin, 2011). Social perceptions 

that criminalize deportees can greatly affect the manner in which they integrate into their 

new society, as these perceptions create a social barrier that prevent young deportees from 

fully integrating to Salvadoran society. Primarily, it is important to recognize where 

Salvadoran deportees claim as home, as this problematizes notions of a “natural” 

integration process, and emphasizes a rupture from the “homeland” for deported youth 

(Brotherton & Barrios, 2009). In El Salvador, studies have demonstrated that deportees are 

faced with negative perceptions that profoundly impact their lives, while they continue to 

regard the United States as home (Hagan et al., 2008; Coutin, 2011; Coutin & Dingeman, 

2012). Moreover, young deportees cited a lack of formal resources to facilitate their 

integration to Salvadoran society. Consequently, deportees rely on informal networks of 

friends, family, and other deportees to aid in the reconstruction of their lives. 
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CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL APPROACHES 

 

TRANSNATIONALISM IN A DEPORTATION CONTEXT 

Transnationalism is a term that is widely used in the social sciences across various 

disciplines to track the economic, social and political linkages between people, places and 

institutions across national borders around the globe (Schiller et al, 1992; Portes, 2001; 

Vertovec, 2009). Vertovec states that when referring to sustained linkages, and continual 

exchanges across national borders, between non-state actors such as individuals and NGOs, 

the practices can be understood as being transnational (2009). These linkages, and the 

process, describe a condition in which, despite great distances and national borders, certain 

types of relationships are intensified, thus becoming an arena of activity (Vertovec, 2009). 

Though the concept of transnationalism has gained recent popularity, there remains 

disagreement as to what is unique and new about the term (Portes, 2001; Vertovec, 2009). 

Debate arises in defining whether transnationalism refers to a process, linkages, or if it is 

an analytical tool that helps to emphasize the aforementioned qualities (Portes, 2001; 

Vertovec, 2009). Moreover, some scholars warn that transnationalism should not be 

regarded as something unique to the present period, but as something that has occurred 

historically in various societies throughout the world (Schiller et al, 1992; Smith, 2003).  

In migration studies, transnationalism is the process by which migrants build social 

fields that link together their country of origin and their country of settlement (Schiller et 

al, 1992). Immigrants who possess such fields may be referred to as 'transmigrants', as they 

maintain multiple relations—familial, economic, social, organizational, religious, and 

political—that span borders (Schiller et al, 1992). Though these activities can be supervised 

by state agencies or NGO's, the key aspect of transnationalism is the social and cultural 
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patterns that migrants develop across borders as they attempt to establish their lives (Portes, 

2001). For the purposes of this thesis, of most importance are the linkages that young 

deportees maintain to the United States through social networks, technology, call-centers, 

and the manner in which these connections shape and transform their lives in El Salvador.  

Though migrants may identify primarily with one society over another, typically, 

many maintain several relationships that connect them simultaneously to various nations 

(Schiller et al, 1992). In El Salvador, this specific group of individuals appears to draw 

primarily from other deportees, and from their connections in the United States. The 

importance of young deportee's transnational relationships become salient, especially when 

they serve as a main source of support when integrating into their new social environment. 

In the process, deportees and their connections in the United States create a reservoir of 

memories that sustain their relationships over the span of thousands of miles. Moreover, 

just as Salvadoran immigrants form associations in the United States to mitigate alienation, 

deportees in El Salvador look towards one another for a sense of support. Importantly, 

these transnational connections occur in a context of criminalization, feelings of exile, and 

emasculation through perceptions that exclude deportees from the masculine, migrant role 

celebrated in Departamento 15.  

For these individuals, their strongest connections are directed toward a country to 

which they cannot legally return, for 10 years or permanently, depending on their reason 

for deportation; yet regard as home, while expressing a tenuous identification with the 

country in which they reside. Therefore, as this experience does not appear to operate in a 

traditional, migration, transnational context, would it be necessary to identify their 

transnational experience with a new term? Does the experience of this cohort serve to 

demonstrate a unique form of diasporic transnationalism that is framed by their forced 

removal from the United States? Furthermore, is this cohort actively constructing a 
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narrative that counters the hegemony of Departamento 15? One can witness evidence of 

this through their performance of American identities, strong connections to the United 

States, and entrepreneurial aspirations that counter narratives of deportees in El Salvador.  

The Salvadoran call-center industry relies on the voices of these individuals to 

conduct business, but as will be demonstrated in this thesis, at times, these conversations 

blur the line between business and social interactions. This blurring is a result of deportees’ 

interactions with clients with whom they share similar cultural practices, as well as the 

former's intimate knowledge of American culture. Paradoxically, the voices of young 

deportees return to the United States, while their bodies remain fixed in the call-centers of 

El Salvador. Though these conversations occur in an international work site, the 

interactions between the deportees and their clients should be seen as composing part of a 

transnational field, as they occur between members of civil society (Portes, 2001). 

 It is through the aggregate of these aforementioned connections, and the process 

by which they are maintained, that a social field is created in which deportees construct a 

transnational imaginary that informs their interactions with Salvadoran society. In one 

aspect of their lives, male deportees compose part of a globalized economy through the 

export of their voice to the United States, through another, they form part of a dispossessed 

group attempting to reconstruct their lives in a foreign context. Importantly, the interactions 

between deportees and their connections in the United States do not necessarily lead to 

transnational attitudes or allegiances (Baker-Cristales, 2004). These inclinations develop 

only with the creation of new meanings, new identities and new discourses (Baker-

Cristales, 2004). In El Salvador, these creations can be witnessed in the way that young 

deportees reconstruct their meaning, identities and lives in a foreign context. Salvadoran 

migrants in the United States have their existence framed through Departamento 15, for 
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deportees, their only recourse is to create a new, alternative, transnational narrative and 

field.  

 

SPATIALITY AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE SOCIAL FIELD 

When referring to transnational connections, and their influence on the production 

of identities, it is important to note the space in which these processes occur. Although 

transnational connections and their social fields are geographically extensive, they are 

grounded in specific places that are shaped by history and marked by patterns of inclusion 

and exclusion (McDowell, 1999; Baker-Cristales, 2004). Historically, space has been 

perceived as a static and neutral entity, thus, reducing it to a stage upon which historical 

subjects perform their assigned roles (McDowell, 1999; Craib, 2004). This neutralization 

of space is inextricably linked to the social abstractions of commodity exchange, and the 

political abstraction of the territorial state (McDowell, 1999; Craib, 2004). Consequently, 

the neutralization of space leads to a flattening and erasure of the processes by which it is 

socially constructed (McDowell 1999; Craib, 2004). This process is fraught with 

complexity, contingency and the messiness that is human history, as well as the myriad 

ways of organizing and conceiving space; state formation, technologies of domination and 

various spatial practices (Craib, 2004). Therefore, it becomes imperative to note not only 

the processes that take place in a space, but the manner in which said practices create the 

space (McDowell, 1999). 

Departamento 15 is a Salvadoran term used when referring to the Salvadoran 

diaspora residing in the United States, with the name deriving from the 14 existing 

departments within the country's national boundaries. Departamento 15 is also a gendered, 

transnational space, created by Salvadoran society to connect El Salvador to the United 
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States via narratives that celebrate male migrants in the media through the term El 

Hermano Lejano (Rivas, 2014). Narratives surrounding Salvadoran migrants can be seen 

in print publications, internet, television, radio, poetry and film, and emphasize the 

durability of migrants' nationalist fervor for their homeland (Baker-Cristales, 2004). 

Moreover, international financial institutions, NGO’s and the Salvadoran government 

support these narratives, which frame migrants as a remedy to El Salvador's developmental 

problems (Sørensen, 2011). In 2005, El Salvador gave rise to the first UNDP Human 

Development Country Report, which applied a human development approach to migration 

and framed the Salvadoran diaspora as a fundamental source for growth (Sørensen, 2011). 

Essentially, continual Salvadoran migration becomes an export commodity, which the 

Salvadoran state utilizes to spur development projects in the country (Sørensen, 2011). 

 In the retelling of migration narratives, Salvadoran media respatializes the nation 

and incorporates the Salvadoran diaspora into the national territory as a transnational, 

virtual extension of the nation (Rivas, 2014). Unfortunately, deportees are surrounded by 

narratives that criminalize their presence in El Salvador, and thus, are excluded from 

belonging to Departamento 15. In response, deportees are forced to construct an alternative 

transnational space that mimics their lives in the United States, and serves as a transnational 

extension of their former communities. This space is constructed via their continued 

interactions with communities in the United States, other deportees, and their work at the 

call-centers. Consequently, the geographies of United States are connected to El Salvador, 

and intertwined through the social practices of deportees with their former communities. 

Through their diasporic transnationalism, young Salvadoran deportees have created a 

unique community in El Salvador that gestures towards the United States, and the state can 

be viewed as forming a cultural system that influences the manner in which deportees 

perform their identities in El Salvador (Baker-Cristales, 2004).  
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 Through her research, Elana Zilberg traced the transnational connections of gang-

affiliated, deported, Salvadoran youth. Zilberg noted how these individuals' gang-

affiliations, and American geographic boundaries, became transposed onto Salvadoran 

urban geography. Thus, according to Zilberg, El Salvador became host to a new social 

formation built on the relationship between space and identity, and their transnational 

connections to the United States (Zilberg, 2004). For gang-affiliated deportees, their 

allegiances, identities, and lives, are constantly connected to “where they are from”, which 

is to say their territorial affiliations in Los Angeles. As a result, the gang geographies of 

Los Angeles become part of the local geography in San Salvador. In a similar fashion, the 

connections youth maintained with their families and friends abroad, inextricably link the 

geographies of El Salvador and the United States. Similarly, for deportees, the question, 

“Where are you from?” becomes a way to reveal their former geographic location in the 

United States, and to connect with someone that has lived something akin to their 

experience. At times, these geographic allegiances become apparent in the way young 

deportees dress, the regional accessories that they display, their accents, and the locations 

they claim to represent. 

 

TRANSNATIONAL IMAGINARIES 

Ramon Saldivar's notion of the transnational imaginary is a great approach to 

explore how male deportees identify, perform culture and gender, and how their self-

conception is strengthened by their connection to the United States. As defined by Saldivar, 

the transnational imaginary refers to an expanded definition of Charles Taylor's notion of 

the social imaginary. According to Saldivar (2012), codes, images, icons, convictions and 

beliefs emerge from the social, political, and cultural intersections that emerge across 
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multi-national populations creating a transnational imaginary. Consequently, Saldivar 

(2012) argues that the limits of the nation-state are emphasized, as nationally prescribed 

versions of culture, economics and politics exceed national boundaries, and exist 

simultaneously in various places. Though transnational connections are ubiquitous in a 

globalized world, nations and societies continue to exert power on the way individuals 

imagine themselves, and consequently, self-identify. Lastly, cultural practices and attitudes 

are regarded as discourses infused with social power and should be examined (Gregson & 

Rose, 2000; Silvey, 2006).  

Notions of the nation as an imagined community are useful in recognizing how 

deportees perceive themselves in relation to their new society (Anderson, 1982). Though 

identities can be liminal, and transcend borders, they are often informed from an imagined 

community that exists within certain defined political boundaries (Anderson, 1991; Baker-

Cristales, 2004). For deported youth, their communities reside in the United States, as this 

is the place where they were raised, regardless of formal citizenship. In El Salvador, these 

individuals work together to construct replicas of the lives they lived in the United States 

by utilizing self-identifying terms, maintaining knowledge of the English language, and 

performing specific cultural practices. Though the narrative of a culturally homogenous, 

national state is a myth, American narratives exert an influential force on individuals' 

imaginaries. Therefore, it becomes important to conceptualize alternative modes of 

belonging that emphasize the connection that these individuals possess to their 

communities in the United States. This alternative articulation can lead to a new form of 

citizenship that privileges ones' connection to communities, instead of formal connections 

to an abstract state.  
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GENDERED NARRATIVES 

 Lastly, it is necessary to examine how a gendered discourse of criminalization 

impacts young deportees in El Salvador. Employing a feminist theoretical approach, an 

analysis of the gendered dynamics of deportations is required to better understand the 

experience of young, male deportees. Towards this end, feminist geographers have 

developed insight into the gender dynamics and social construction of scale, the politics of 

place and identity, and the socio-spatial production of borders (Silvey, 2006). Moreover, 

feminist geographers have conducted work that emphasizes the differences between and 

amongst groups, the way these differences influence individual and group identities, and 

the implications that these may have for the particular places that they develop (Nagel, 

2002; Silvey, 2006). As identities aren't static, feminist geographers have repeatedly 

emphasized the co-construction of identities, and the places in which they are constructed, 

as well as their continuously transformative process (McDowell, 1999; Silvey, 2006).  

As noted by Kavita Datta et al., recent transnational migration studies tend to focus 

on the experience of migrants in regards to movements, connections and networks in their 

host countries (2009). Regrettably, deportations, and the subsequent role of gender, are an 

aspect of migration that is understudied. Utilizing theoretical frameworks that recognize 

the crucial role of gender, one can recognize the impact of deportation on masculine 

identity amongst deportees.  Gender can be defined as a symbolic construction, or as a 

social relationship, but it would be imprudent to separate one from the other, as they are 

interconnected and mutually constituted (Moore, 1988; McDowell, 1999). Moreover, the 

definition also includes the socially accepted attributes of masculinity and femininity, as 

defined through time and space (Moore, 1988; McDowell, 1999).  In other words, what 

people believe to be appropriate behavior for men and women reflect what they imagine 
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them to be, and influences how they expect other to behave, and these expectations shift 

over time and place (McDowell, 1999). 

The social construction of gender combines material social relations and symbolic 

representations of difference to distinguish between the masculine and the feminine, and 

the desirable from the undesirable (McDowell, 1999). In contrast to the desired, and 

celebrated Hermano Lejano present in Departamento 15 narratives, Salvadoran deportees 

become the undesired guest. Places are made through power relations that construct the 

rules that define boundaries of belonging (McDowell, 1999). These boundaries are not only 

spatial, but also social, and define who belongs and is excluded, as well as the site in which 

these actions occur (McDowell, 1999). This raises a number of questions. If migration is 

constructed as a masculine endeavor, what are the implications and consequences of 

deportation on male migrant identity, specifically in a context of rejection and 

criminalization? Does deportation become the opposite of migration, thus, becoming 

synonymous with emasculation? If the male migrant is framed as the fearless, provider, 

what are the consequences for deportees? How do deportees respond to these expectations? 

Does deportation create the need to over-compensate for deportation through self-

flagellation and entrepreneurship? 

As a result of narratives that criminalize and exclude deportees from Salvadoran 

society, and the transnational Departamento 15, what recourse is left for these young 

individuals? It appears that young deportees create an alternate, transnational social field, 

characterized by their direct connections to communities in the United States and other 

deportees. It would be a mistake to allege that these spaces are inhabited solely by young 

deportees, as they often interact with Salvadorans, and physically exist in El Salvador. 

Regardless, deportees have created a transnational social network that aids in reintegration 

and in maintaining a semblance of the lives they used to live. Throughout the interviews, 
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this specific cohort of young men referred to each other as ‘DPs’, an abbreviation of the 

term deportee. Continuously, the individuals privileged English or “Spanglish” when 

communicating with each other, and spoke of celebrating American holidays, joining 

American Football leagues, and consuming American media. In short, deportees have not 

only created a social field from which they can draw support, but also one in which they 

can perform an identity that's informed by their former communities.  
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CHAPTER 3: FIXED BODIES AND EXPORTED VOICES 

 

SALVADORANS AND U.S. IMMIGRATION POLICY 

During the 1980s, Central America saw a growth of civil wars and popular 

movements that challenged authoritarian regimes in the region (Spalding, 2007). In El 

Salvador, the guerrilla group Farabundo Martí Liberación Nacional (FMLN) waged open 

war on the U.S. sponsored, right-wing government. One consequence of the Salvadoran 

Civil War was the mass migration of people who fled El Salvador to seek relief in various 

countries. Despite United States' involvement in El Salvador, Salvadoran refugees were 

initially not welcomed to the United States. As their population in the United States grew 

to between 500,000 and 900,00, the federal government adopted the position that 

Salvadoran migrants, most of who entered unauthorized, were economic immigrants who 

should be deported to El Salvador (Coutin, 2007, Hagan et al., 2008). Eventually, support 

for the war decreased, and groups opposed to American intervention, clamored for refugee 

statuses for Salvadoran and Guatemalan immigrants (Coutin, 2007). In 1985, members of 

the refugee movement organized and sued the United States government claiming that the 

asylum process was biased against refugees from “friendly” countries like El Salvador 

(Coutin, 2007).   
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Illustration 1: El Salvador and Central America 

Source: U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), 2015 
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 In 1991, the case American Baptist Churches (ABC) v. Thornbrough was settled 

out of court, and 300,000 Salvadoran and Guatemalan refugees were allowed to apply for 

political asylum under rules designed to ensure fair consideration for each case (Coutin, 

2007).  Likewise, the 1990 Immigration Act created a Temporary Protected Status (TPS), 

and Salvadorans were the first to qualify. Though ABC and TPS helped Salvadorans secure 

temporary legal status, discrepancies in adjudicating their asylum claims led to many 

delays that jeopardized their path to legal permanent residence (Coutin, 2007). 

Consequently, this created Salvadoran families with various degrees of legal status and left 

some members vulnerable to deportation. In 1996, with the passage of the Illegal 

Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA,), the criteria for those 

eligible for deportation were broadened (Rodriguez & Hagan, 2004; Brotherton & Barrios, 

2009; Hagan et al, 2011). In the aftermath of the September 11, 2001, questions of 

immigration reform have been met with fierce resistance, and nationalist rhetoric over 

concerns that immigrants may harbor connections to terrorism (Hagan et al, 2011; Kubrin 

et al, 2012). Consequently, this has led to a climate of skepticism and an emphasis on 

tighter border security (Hagan et al, 2011; Kubrin et al, 2012).  

The passage of the Support Our Law Enforcement and Local Neighborhoods Act 

in Arizona, also known as SB 1070, aided in further galvanizing the discourse on 

immigration throughout the United States. This legislation mandated that local law 

agencies enforce federal immigration law, while criminalizing the harboring and 

transporting of undocumented persons in the state of Arizona (Sinema, 2012). The law was 

fiercely contested by immigrant rights groups, and certain provisions were struck down in 

judicial review, although other measures remained (Sinema, 2012). Though a focus on 
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increased border security remains, in June of 2012, President Barack Obama created a new 

policy that deferred deportations for undocumented migrants who arrived in the United 

States as children (USCIS, 2012). The program, known as the Deferred Action for 

Childhood Arrivals (DACA), has temporarily shielded young migrants from deportation, 

but failed in regularizing the status of undocumented individuals. In November 2014, 

President Obama announced a new series of Executive Actions aimed at further addressing 

issues of migration (USCIS, 2014). 

Through the executive actions, Obama expanded the population eligible for 

protection under DACA, extended their work permit from two years to three years, and 

prioritized the deportations of convicted felons, and not of families (USCIS, 2014). The 

action also allows parents of U.S. citizens and lawful permanent residents to request 

deferred action and employment authorization for three years, in a new Deferred Action 

for Parents of Americans and Lawful Permanent Residents program (DAPA). This 

program aims to provide broader protection to families of mixed-statuses. Though DAPA 

and the executive actions are a positive move towards protecting the deportation of 

individuals and the separation of their families, the actions are solely a temporarily relief 

from deportation, and again, do not offer current undocumented migrants an opportunity 

to fully regularize their status. Unfortunately, for those who have been already deported, 

no action has offered them the opportunity of return.  

 

THE ADVENT OF THE SALVADORAN CALL-CENTER INDUSTRY 

 Shortly after signing the Chapultepec Peace Accords in 1992, the Salvadoran right-

wing party, Alianza Republicana Nacionalista (ARENA), won the Salvadoran presidential 

elections and maintained power until 2001. Historically, ARENA has favored the business 
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sector as a partner in guiding political and economic policies, and was influential during 

the consultation process in the years leading up to the Central American Free Trade 

Agreement (CAFTA) (Spalding, 2007). During the 1990s, ARENA promoted a 

privatization policy that liberalized the country's public services, utilities, financial sector, 

and ANTEL, the national telecommunications institution (Rivas, 2014). This privatization 

move set the groundwork for what has now become the call-center industry, as 

transnational corporations were permitted to acquire ownership of the landline and wireless 

sectors, while foreign investors established enterprises within new legal frameworks 

(Rivas, 2014).  

In 1998, the Salvadoran government passed into law Legislative Decree 405, or Ley 

de Zonas Francas Industriales y de Comercialización. This decree established that it is the 

responsibility of the Salvadoran government to facilitate and attract foreign investment to 

El Salvador. This was done as an effort to “modernize” El Salvador and force its entry into 

a globalized world by enticing investors to capitalize on reduced taxes and investment 

incentives (Rivas, 2014). In 2004, CAFTA was enacted by the United States, El Salvador 

and four Central American countries (Morley, 2007). With the advent of CAFTA, the 

Salvadoran call-center industry grew by 29% since 2005 (Hernandez, 2011). As of 2012, 

the industry is cited as employing 9,400 Salvadorans, with 45 facilities in various regions 

of the country (Hernandez, 2011; Rivas, 2014). The Agency for Promotion of Exports and 

Investments (PROESA) has also been instrumental in this growth, as it has planned to 

attract call-centers to El Salvador since 2001 (Hernandez, 2011; Rivas, 2014). 
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Illustration 2: CAFTA Countries 

Source: CAFTA-DR Environmental Cooperation, 2015 
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 In its campaign, PROESA claims that El Salvador is an ideal location for call-

centers, given the country's “investment grade” rating, a state-of-the-art 

telecommunications infrastructure, and its competitive operational costs (miga.org). 

Additionally, Salvadorans are marketed as a labor force that is receptive to worldwide 

changes, while demonstrating “pioneering entrepreneurial” tendencies (miga.org). 

Similarly to PROESA, a promotional advertisement by U.S.-based Stream Global Services 

portrayed El Salvador as an ideal setting for call-centers, claiming that English education 

is mandatory in Salvadoran public schools, and Salvadorans possess a “neutral Spanish 

accent”. Moreover, El Salvador's economic stability is attributed to its dollar-based 

economy, which became the circulating currency of El Salvador in 2001 (Rivas, 2014). 

The push to grow this industry in El Salvador is a process that is maturing and 

continues. In October of 2014, through collaboration with PROESA, the Businesses 

Process Outsourcing (BPO) forum was held in El Salvador to discuss issues related to the 

call-center sector and to review strategies to attract foreign investors to the country's 

industry (Central American Data, 2014). Foreign and national call-center enterprises 

realize that they need staff to run their operations, and have formed collaborations with the 

government on initiatives to achieve the required level of English speakers (Central 

America Data, 2014). That same year, U.S. Ambassador to El Salvador, Mari Carmen 

Aponte, attended the launch of the National English for Work Program developed by the 

Salvadoran Institute for Professional Training (U.S. Embassy, 2014). The program aims to 

strengthen the job skills of Salvadorans working with the English language by creating a 

standardized curriculum that targets existing and new workers (U.S. Embassy, 2014). In 

its first year, the program is expected to train 10,000 Salvadorans, with an initial phase of 

4,000 people in six major cities of El Salvador (U.S. Embassy, 2014)  
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Illustration 3: PROESA strategic location figure 

Source: PROESA, El Salvador. 2015 
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Though there is a push to increase the amount of English speakers in El Salvador, 

the industry continues to face a shortage of labor from which to hire (Rivas, 2014). If a 

potential candidate fails to pass an English proficiency screening, they can be given an 

opportunity to take a course, improve their English, and retake the test (Rivas, 2014). 

Notably, not only does the industry invest in advertising and infrastructure, but also in 

improving the desired qualities of potential candidates (Rivas, 2014). Paradoxically, the 

call-center industry has increasingly drawn agents from individuals who have been 

deported to El Salvador. The call-center industry is not unique to El Salvador, and is much 

smaller than similar industries in India or the Philippines, but remains an influential agent 

in Salvadoran society (Rivas, 2014). 

 In 2009, the Salvadoran call-center industry generated an estimated $75.8 million 

in economic spillover, thus, making it an important job and income-generating business for 

Salvadorans (Rivas, 2014). Moreover, the call-center industry is tethered to the Salvadoran 

transnational imaginary through its continuous connectedness to the United States. The 

majority of Salvadoran call-centers serve markets in the United States, and are staffed by 

bilingual agents (locals and deportees) with knowledge of the country and its consumers 

(Rivas, 2014). With continued employment of deportees in the call-center sector, the 

industry's connection to the United States, and that of deportee's, is strengthened and 

reshaped to fit a Salvadoran context. These connections are readily recognizable in the 

narratives that deportees share from their experience in the call-centers.  

 

NARRATIVES FROM THE CALL-CENTER 

In the Salvadoran telecommunications industry, young deportees are heavily 

overrepresented among employees who mostly serve American markets (Coutin, 2011; 
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Coutin & Dingeman, 2012; Rivas, 2014). Therefore, it becomes necessary to note the type 

of relationships deportees form at this work place. Through conversations, deportees 

employed in English-speaking settings stated that they enjoyed the way their work 

environment helped to recreate something akin to their lives in the United States (Coutin, 

2011). Therefore, this environment raises important questions: What are the implications 

of employment that continuously connects deportees to the United States via their voice? 

What sort of connections and narratives are being created in those transactions? Could it 

be possible that deportees maintain strengthened connections to the United States through 

constant interaction with its citizens? Do these connections become sources of support? 

Given young deportees' sentiments of exile, banishment and dislocation from their home, 

these questions become very relevant to their experience in El Salvador (Hagan et al, 2008; 

Brotherton & Barrios, 2009; Coutin, 2011; Coutin & Dingeman, 2012; Kanstroom, 2012).  

Gabriel, 21, arrived in Virginia at the age of ten, and has been living in El Salvador 

for a little over two years. Gabriel has been employed at the call-center for a couple months, 

but worked for two different companies before arriving at this current location. Other 

deportees I spoke with also mentioned having worked for various call-centers in San 

Salvador at some point. Potentially, this fact can reveal how deportees move within the 

industry through various call-centers. During his month away from the call-center industry, 

Gabriel worked odd jobs, but quickly realized that his wages were too low. In the United 

States, Gabriel worked as a mechanic, and once in El Salvador tried his luck working as 

such, but realized that this profession didn't pay well. Eventually, Gabriel returned to the 

call-center. With their employment at U.S. corporations, deportees benefit the U.S. 

economy while legally earning U.S. dollars. For those who previously resided with an 

undocumented status in the United States, a legal wage would have been impossible.  
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During our conversation, Gabriel spoke about the differences between working for 

foreign-owned and Salvadoran-owned call-centers. Prior to his current job, Gabriel worked 

for a Salvadoran call-center, and claimed that pay was considerably less than what he 

earned at the current, foreign-owned, call-center. Gabriel alleged that at a Salvadoran call-

center a Spanish-only speaker could earn approximately $300 a month, while a bilingual 

person earns $350. In comparison, a bilingual employee at his current site earns $500 a 

month. According to Gabriel, wages are contingent on the accounts, and the type of work 

an individual provides. For some accounts, employees earn commission from “bookings,” 

while other employees receive bonuses for good performance and customer service. 

According to Gabriel, these benefits can raise an employees' monthly wage to $600-1000 

a month. Gabriel and other deportees agree that they earn higher than average wages, 

though they also acknowledge that it is tedious work with long hours. Gabriel states that 

his average workday is ten hours, with an hour lunch break, and two 15-minute breaks. It 

also wasn't unusual for me to speak to deportees who were in the middle of working 12-13 

hour shifts to earn overtime wages. 

At the time of the interview, Gabriel was training to work for a major credit and 

online banking company from the United States, which is one of this call-centers' major 

clients. I asked Gabriel if he was going to get the free lunch that was being provided for 

employees on this Salvadoran holiday. Gabriel replied that during his training, he was 

ineligible to receive a free meal with the rest of the employees. Gabriel also added that 

trainees don't receive full pay during their training sessions, which for this particular client, 

lasts seven weeks. According to Gabriel, for each three weeks of training, employees 

receive $100 dollars. Three months after completing the session, whatever payment was 

withheld, is eventually added to their paychecks. This fact was corroborated by other call-

center employees. According to Gabriel, this form of payment is difficult for some, as it 
27 



may compound a precarious situation for those in need of income. Gabriel quickly related 

this impediment to deportees, who may not have the financial support to weather seven 

weeks of diminished pay. It was also during this time that Gabriel added that the call-center 

provides a shuttle service for employees that work the over-night shifts. Gabriel stated that 

this is done in order to secure the well-being of deportees, as traveling by bus in the early 

hours of the morning can be a dangerous endeavor.  

Edwin, 23, arrived in the Washington D.C. area at three years old, and had been 

residing in San Salvador for three years. In conversations, Edwin revealed that customers 

would inquire about his proficiency in English, and American accent. Edwin stated that he 

told clients he learned English abroad, as his family was wealthy and could afford to 

educate their children in the United States. When I asked Edwin's cousin, who was standing 

next to us, if he did this too, the cousin responded that he did. They both went on to add 

that they did not wish to reveal details of their deportations for fear of losing a client 

because of past transgressions. Moreover, Edwin added that call-center representatives are 

forbidden from discussing sensitive topics with clients, including race, religion, or politics. 

Edwin added that clients have the option of electing an “American” representative to speak 

with and claims that this is offered in order to avoid confusion for the client. Interestingly, 

Edwin stated that questions such as, “Can I have the last four digits of your ‘sosh’?” were 

items that had to be explained to Salvadorans who grew up in El Salvador, but not to those 

who were raised in the United States. The painful irony of this scenario is that only the 

deportees understood the colloquial abbreviation for a Social Security number that they 

were denied.  

Mike, 26, was raised in California, but has been living in El Salvador for six years 

since his deportation. Mike stated that many deportees in El Salvador celebrate the U.S. 

independence holiday of Fourth of July, adding, “Many deportees will often drink and grill 
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like they used to in the United States, and wish each other a happy Independence Day at 

the call-center.” Mike worked for clients in the hotel and air travel industry and helps 

customers find deals on hotels and flights. In one instance, a customer pleased with Mike's 

service asked where he was from, while revealing that she was used to speaking to people 

who spoke with “Indian accents.” Employing a bit of charm, and concealing his location, 

Mike replied that he was from “sunny California.” The client happily responded that she 

was from California as well, and would request Mike's services next time she called. 

Through their imagined geographic connection, Mike and his client created a stronger 

customer relationship, premised on the notion that they are both from California, even 

though Mike had been deported and lived in San Salvador.  

Similarly, Sergio, 24, was also raised in California, and has resided in El Salvador 

for two years. Sergio shared the story of a client he had spoken to who was attempting to 

book lodging in Pomona, California. Sergio was raised in Pomona and struck up a 

conversation with the client, where he revealed that he used to visit their fair all the time, 

and was very familiar with it. Naturally, the client asked Sergio if he was in California, to 

which Sergio responded no, adding that his current location was San Salvador. Confused, 

the client asked how Sergio knew about the fair, to which Sergio responded that he had 

lived there and used to visit often. The client asked Sergio why he was now in San Salvador, 

where the latter responded that he was “sent to El Salvador as part of a quality control team 

to ensure Salvadoran employees were performing at desired standards.” In the end, Sergio 

led the client to believe that his duration in El Salvador was business related, and 

temporary. When I asked Sergio if he ever told clients about his deportation, Sergio 

responded that he did not. According to Sergio, call-center employees are not allowed to 

disclose that information, and must circumvent the truth by fabricating narratives that 

explain their proficiency in English, and American accents.  
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Eventually, our conversation turned to speaking of the difficulties in conversing 

with Salvadorans. In this instance, Sergio related a story of meeting a young Salvadoran 

who asked him in a heavy accent “Where are you from?” to which Sergio said he 

responded, “Damn it, just speak to me in Spanish.” In another instance, Sergio recalled 

how a Spanish- speaking client wished to book a couple of nights at a hotel in Varsovia. 

After asking the man to repeat himself numerous times, Sergio was confused about the 

location of Varsovia. As Sergio related, he eventually searched Varsovia on the Internet, 

and realized that the client was referring to Warsaw, Poland. Sergio repeated the name in 

English, and the client informed him that he spoke English as well, where Sergio added, 

“We could've been doing this in English the whole time!” At these stories, the other 

deportees who had congregated laughed and agreed that speaking Spanish in El Salvador 

could be stressful and an inconvenience.  

 Anabel, 24, lived in Washington DC for 13 years, having arrived to the United 

States at the age of 11. According to Anabel, she wasn't deported, but divorced her U.S. 

citizen husband, and left because of her undocumented status. Anabel had been living in 

El Salvador for eight months, and worked at the call-center for six months. Anabel claimed 

that she was not in a hurry to find a job in San Salvador, and accidentally happened upon 

her job at the call-center. While inquiring about jobs at various places in the city, Anabel 

walked into this particular location and asked about the sort of employment they sought. 

Anabel stated that the receptionists were very interested in having her apply and 

interviewed her for employment. After this abrupt interview, Anabel was congratulated 

and informed that she was hired at the call-center. Anabel claimed that she was surprised, 

as she never formally applied for the job, and laughed at how quickly she was hired. This 

anecdote hints at the aggressive hiring practices of local call-centers. It's worth noting that 

this particular call-center compensates employees for recommending other individuals for 
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employment. The compensation is $150 and is paid when the recommended person is hired.

  

Mario is 35 years old, and lived in the United States for 25 years. At the time we 

spoke, Mario had only lived in El Salvador for 5 months. In Texas, Mario claimed, he 

worked at a call-center and earned a wage of $1,800 every two weeks, though while at the 

Salvadoran call-center he earned $500 a month. In his attempt to create a better life for 

himself in El Salvador, Mario invested in clothing business and a food cart, while hoping 

to eventually move into the auto business. As Mario stated, “There is money to be made in 

El Salvador.” Mario claimed that transnational corporations like call-centers, food 

enterprises, and various others, wouldn't invest their money and time in the country if there 

wasn't the potential for a return. Mario added, “These corporations have done their 

homework about places like El Salvador, and make wise investments.” Like other 

deportees, Mario demonstrated an entrepreneurial spirit, and aspired to create his 

“American Dream” in El Salvador. 

Salvadorans who learned English at bilingual schools, or at after-school language 

academies have an advantage in that they have an accepted and localized explanation for 

their language proficiency (Rivas, 2014). Regrettably, for young deportees, this isn't the 

case, and their acquisition of English makes them suspect, and liable to stereotypes of 

criminalization. The conflation of deportees with criminality introduces a historical 

migratory relationship between the United States and El Salvador into the call-center 

industry (Rivas, 2014.) Therefore, the presence of deportees in the call-center leads 

Salvadorans to frame the work site as one of criminality. The consequence of this 

characterization affects deportees in various aspects of their life, and leads to their 

exclusion from other domains of social life (Silvey, 2006; Coutin, 2010, Rivas, 2014).  

Moreover, although call-centers also hire women, it is primarily young men who draw 
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attention as deportees and criminals from Salvadoran society. Narratives of the criminal 

and dangerous male deportee embody contradictions in globalization that pertain to 

development, transnationalism, and social change.  

 

THE CALL-CENTER AND PERCEPTIONS OF CRIMINALITY 

On July 30th, 2013, the Universidad de El Salvador hosted a fair to commemorate 

the 38th anniversary of the massacre of Salvadoran students by the Salvadoran government. 

I spoke to Salvadoran colleagues about the research project, and was surprised by their 

responses. A few were curious about the research, and initiated a discussion about the 

experiences of deportees. One of the topics discussed was the criminalization of deportees 

by Salvadoran society, which was unfortunately reflected by some of the comments of 

those present. Marcos, a student at UES claimed, “The majority of those working at the 

call-centers are involved in 'maras',” to which I responded that this is a false attribution. 

Marcos promptly responded, “Regardless of those facts, the perception of deportees as 

criminals is a view shared by Salvadoran society, and one that is rooted in El Salvador's 

recent history.” Unfortunately, this wasn't the first time that I had spoken to individuals 

about the project, only to have them warn me about the need to be careful around call-

center employees.  

On a subsequent trip to the Salvadoran coast, a group of Salvadoran young men and 

women that I met discussed their studies. One young man asked what I was doing in El 

Salvador, and I began to explain my project, to which he responded that the call-centers 

were full of mareros and criminals, and that it was in my interest to be careful. This group 

added that call-centers and criminality are bridged through the presence of the deportee. 

As Marcos had explained, this group attributed the connection to the experience of El 
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Salvador in the early 1990's, when members of the MS-13 and 18th Street gangs from the 

United States were deported to El Salvador. As Marco and this group explained, it is this 

historical event that has perpetuated the stereotype of the Salvadoran deportee and 

criminality. It is worth mentioning that I never felt threatened or unease during my 

interactions with any of the deported individuals who I engaged with. On the contrary, 

many of these individuals were very helpful and willing to share the intimate details of the 

challenges they faced in El Salvador.  

 

CONCLUSION 

The majority of these young individuals arrived to the United States during the 

Salvadoran civil war, and spent their formative years in a country that they continue to 

regard as home. While their families and supporting communities fought for refuge in the 

United States, the Salvadoran government initiated economic restructuring projects that 

prompted foreign investment in the country's industries, and inserted the country into a 

globalized economy (Rivas, 2014). Notably, one of these industries is the 

telecommunications sector, and one that would eventually benefit from the skills that 

deportees return with to El Salvador. Though the industry has faced difficulties in labor 

shortages for staffing call-centers, it is still an important form of employment for young 

deportees in El Salvador, as this group is continuously over-represented in this sector 

(Dingeman, 2009; Coutin, 2010; Rivas, 2014).   

It is important to note the specifics of the call-center in regards to work hours, 

compensation, and how employers expect deportees to negotiate their former lives with 

their current ones in El Salvador. As demonstrated, these young deportees navigate a 

difficult situation by creating false narratives about their past, and their presence in El 
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Salvador. The advent of the call-center industry has provided deportees with a strong 

connection to the United States through the exportation of their voice, and their continual 

interaction with U.S. citizens. Though in a business setting, the conversations between 

deportees and clients can invariably lapse into the informal and become about an imagined, 

and shared cultural experience in the United States. For deportees, their distinct and 

intimate knowledge of United States' geography serves as a way to connect them and their 

clients to their former communities. This geographic connection is important as it connects 

deportee's former communities with those in El Salvador. The construction of the 

deportee's transimaginary at the call-center is relevant in that the workplace reinforces their 

connection to the United States. Lastly, as the call-center is a main site of employment for 

some deportees, it has been framed as one of “criminality” by Salvadoran society, and this 

has led to a compounding of feelings of exile and exclusion by deportees, in El Salvador.   
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CHAPTER 4: GESTURING TOWARDS THE UNITED STATES 

 

EL HERMANO LEJANO Y EL DEPORTADO 

In El Salvador, narratives of El Hermano Lejano mythologize and celebrate distant, 

migrant relatives as an extension of Salvadoran society (Baker-Cristales, 2004, Rodriguez, 

2005, Sørensen, 2011, Rivas, 2014). This celebratory aspect is exemplified in the 

monument that greets visiting Salvadoran migrants on the highway from Comalapa Airport 

to San Salvador. Utilizing the pronoun el hermano, a gendered interpretation of Salvadoran 

migration privileges men who have undertaken the trip abroad (Baker-Cristales, 2004, 

Sørensen, 2011). Through their journeys, the heroic, masculine migrant, gains legitimacy 

by being framed as a provider for Salvadoran society. These gendered discourses reify 

narratives of the male migrant as the breadwinner, the adventurer, and the architect of the 

national image (Baker-Cristales, 2004, Sørensen, 2011) Departamento 15 is the moniker 

applied to the Salvadoran diaspora residing in the United States, with the name deriving 

from the 14 existing departments within the country's national boundaries (Rivas, 2014). 

These transnational narratives are employed in economics, media, poetry, visual art, music, 

and thereby become part of a national discourse regarding migrants (Baker-Cristales, 2004, 

Rodriguez, 2005, Sørensen, 2011, Rivas, 2014). In the Salvadoran daily, La Prensa 

Gráfica, a print and online publication titled Departamento 15 focuses specifically on 

stories about Salvadorans residing abroad. As a result, a virtual community is 

conceptualized and maintained by transnational networks that imagine the migrants as an 

extension that transcends geographic boundaries (Baker-Cristales, 2004; Rodriguez, 2005; 

Rivas, 2014).   
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Illustration 4: Monument to El Hermano Lejano in El Salvador 

Source: Wiki Commons, 2015. 
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With Salvadoran migrants imagined as an extension of Salvadoran society, what 

are the narratives regarding those who have been forcefully returned to El Salvador? What 

narratives inform their transnational imaginary? How do these individuals imagine 

themselves, and how are they imagined? It is important to recognize the social construction 

of identity in El Salvador amongst deportees, as well as the social difference and power 

relations that arise as they interact in their new society (Gregson & Rose, 2000; Silvey, 

2006). For deportees, disparate power relations have the possibility of creating socio-

spatial borders that effect their access to state protections, services, and housing (Silvey, 

2006). Contrasting with the heroic, gendered narratives that surround the Salvadoran 

diaspora, young deportees are forcefully taken to El Salvador with no suitcases, shoes 

lacking shoelaces, pants without belts, tenuous social networks and little recollection of 

their lives prior to migrating to the United States. Upon arrival, deportees are greeted by 

Salvadoran authorities, processed, placed in a national registry, and released into 

Salvadoran society with minimal government support (Coutin, 2010). Though some 

deportees return with social capital through their North American educations, English 

proficiency, computation skills and various job skills, they are continuously regarded as 

criminals associated with las maras.  
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Illustration 5: The 14 Departmentos of El Salvador 

Source: Wiki Commons, 2015. 

 

 

 

 

Historically, El Salvador has had a tenuous relationship with its deportees. During 

the Salvadoran Civil War, rumors proliferated of an airplane full of deportees being 
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massacred upon arrival as a message to locals who considered fleeing to the United States 

(Rabben, 2011). In the early 1990s, the Mara Salvatrucha (MS-13) and 18th Street gang 

arrived in El Salvador via the deportation of members from the United States. The collusion 

of the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) and federal immigration entities expedited 

the deportation process for many individuals under the Community Resources Against 

Street Hoodlums (CRASH) program (Zilberg, 2004). Through CRASH, the LAPD targeted 

suspected gang members for deportation (Zilberg, 2004). Upon arriving at a country 

weakened by war, the gang-affiliated deportees began establishing their organization. . 

Consequently, the Salvadoran government implemented drastic policing tactics that 

targeted gangs, and helped to further criminalize deportees. In 2003, the right-wing 

ARENA government implemented the 'strong hand' or 'iron fist'—Mano Dura—policy 

(Holland, 2007; Hume, 2007). The policy introduced discretionary crimes, meaning laws 

that allowed police to arrest suspected criminals on subjective evidence, such as appearance 

and affect (Holland, 2007). In some cases, this lead to the imprisonment of individuals 

suspected of having 'gang-affiliated tattoos' or 'flashing signs' (Boraz & Bruneau, 2006; 

Hume, 2007). Such vagueness in the law allowed the police a nearly unlimited discretion 

to define who and what qualified as criminal (Hume, 2007).  

Upon assuming the presidency, President Tony Saca upgraded Mano Dura to Super 

Mano Dura (Holland, 2007). Through this upgrade, specialized military anti-gang units 

(Grupos Territoriales Antipandilleros) were deployed throughout El Salvador and 

extradition treaties were signed with neighboring countries (Hume, 2007).  In 2007, the 

group Mano Blanco operated in the San Miguel region of the country, and announced their 

launch on a local radio station (Hume, 2007). The group stated that they aimed to clean 

Salvadoran communities of gang-members, and murder 'todo aquel tatuado' (Hume, 2007). 

Consequently, this social and political climate has led to a direct conflation of deportees 
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with criminality, even though recent statistics demonstrate that from 2011 to 2013, 70% of 

Salvadoran deportees possessed no criminal record (DGME, 2015). Currently, Salvadoran 

males account for 90% of detainees and deportees to El Salvador (UCA, 2015). 

Unfortunately, this creates a gendered discourse that conflates male deportees with 

criminality, and leads to their exclusion from Salvadoran society. 

“YOU NEVER GET USED TO IT” 

Individuals who emigrated as children, and acculturated to American society are 

most at risk of being distressed in El Salvador. During interviews, various individuals 

expressed feelings of alienation when reconstructing their lives in Salvadoran society, and 

cited a sense of belonging while residing in the United States. Victor, a 35-year-old 

deportee stated that he would instantly return to the United States, but lamented that legal 

return is impossible. Like Victor, if deportees attempt to illegally return to the United States 

after deportation, they face a felony conviction and up to twenty years in jail, once 

apprehended. Victor stated that he lived in California for 21 years, and started a family in 

El Salvador in order to keep him grounded in the country. Victor didn't identify himself as 

a Salvadoran or an American, but employed a liminality that placed him as being “de aqui, 

y de alla.” In Victor's mind, he belonged simultaneously to the United States and El 

Salvador. Interestingly, although Victor imagined himself as existing in a space that 

transcends national borders, he continuously equated his life in El Salvador with living in 

a prison. This was a sentiment that was expressed by various individuals 

Ismael, 33, arrived in New York City at a young age, and claims that he is not a 

criminal, but was deported for a minor misdemeanor. Ismael thinks it's wrong that U.S. 

citizens who are pedophiles, murderers and rapists get jail sentences and released, while 

undocumented migrants get deported for minor infractions. Like Victor, Ismael's 
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sentiments are indicative of a sense of banishment from the United States. After a moment 

of silent reflection, Ismael quickly summed up his sentiments with the statement, “It's 

fucked up what ICE does.” Ismael stated that his family has U.S. citizenship, but that he 

was unable to apply. He also claimed that he paid taxes while residing in the United States, 

and lamented that the U.S. government benefitted from that. The logic of current 

immigration law is that undocumented migrants are deported to protect U.S. citizens and 

secure the border from criminal migrants. Of course, the irony in this is that for some 

families, having family members with an undocumented status is part of their day-to-day 

life. When asked if he would return, Ismael emphatically replied, “Yes, in a heartbeat.” 

Similar to Victor, Ismael also referred to El Salvador and San Salvador as a “big cell.” 

When asked if he was getting used to life in El Salvador, him and other deportees 

responded, “You never get used to it.” Not only was this a similar sentiment expressed by 

Victor and his friends, but they also utilized the exact same words.  

 Gabriel, the 21 year old, young man, from Virginia, was apprehended for driving 

without a license. Gabriel stated that he lived half of his life in the United States, and left 

a son behind. When asked about being in El Salvador, Gabriel shared that it's been difficult 

for him. Gabriel went on to describe how San Salvador, its streets and public transportation 

have felt foreign to him. I relayed to Gabriel the story that another deportee shared of a 

young man who had been in El Salvador for four months and every time he opened the 

door, with a sense of desperation, added, “Where the fuck am I?” Gabriel agreed that he 

himself has also had that feeling, which is one of disorientation, unfamiliarity, and 

separation from a familiar geography and community. Gabriel claimed to have seriously 

considered returning illegally at one point, but disregarded the notion, and figured it would 

be best to return legally. Gabriel's father has been pressuring him to return, and relates that 

his father had been upset, but Gabriel didn't feel that it would be productive for him to be 
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in the United States if he couldn't work or go to school. From what Gabriel related, his 

parents have TPS, but did not reveal why he did not. He did mention that his father initiated 

an application process for him and another sibling who remains undocumented in the 

United States. At this point, Gabriel asked me for advice regarding his situation. Again, 

Gabriel is being tempted by his father, the prospect of the application process, and his 

longing for a place he regards as home.  

 Anabel stated that she missed her family, but that her transition to Salvadoran life 

had not been difficult, as she didn't leave a significant other, or children in the United 

States. Anabel had a home, and some distant family in a small rural community in El 

Salvador that helped with her situation. When asked more about her transition to 

Salvadoran society, Anabel compared it to her transition to American society, as she was 

11 years old, and didn't speak any English. In Washington D.C., Anabel related that her 

family lived in a predominantly black neighborhood, where she didn't experience many 

problems for her lack of English or “foreignness” from the black community, but from 

other Salvadorans and Latinos. Eventually, Anabel stated that she learned English from her 

siblings, cousins, and school. When asked about her identity, Anabel stated that she felt 

like she was simultaneously from El Salvador and the United States, as she spent about 

half of her life in each place. When asked if she would return to the United States, Anabel 

stated that she wouldn't. She stated, “No offense, but I'd rather go somewhere else than the 

United States. The United States doesn't provide the opportunities that it used to.”  Like 

other deportees had expressed, Anabel wished to pursue her “American Dream” in El 

Salvador.  
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SOCIAL EXCLUSION AND CRIMINALIZATION 

Throughout conversations, deportees continuously expressed a sense of being 

identifiable to Salvadorans as foreign by their mannerisms, customs, clothing, Spanglish, 

American slang, and for some, tattoos. Jose, 28, spent the majority of his life in Texas, and 

had been residing in San Salvador for two years since his deportation. Jose discussed his 

experiences riding public buses in San Salvador, and expressed that Salvadorans tend to 

display deference by lowering their eyes when they see him board. Additionally, Jose cited 

instances where bus drivers refused to charge him bus fare and told him “No, tu estas bien.” 

Utilizing a self-identifying term, Jose stated, “'DPs' tend to walk and look straight ahead, 

the way we're used to in the States. Salvadorans don't because, Salvadorans have been 

scared into submission through war and crime.” Though Jose's experiences on public 

transit may not be a general experience for other deportees, his distinction of ‘DPs’ from 

Salvadoran society is a sentiment that was expressed by various individuals. Moreover, the 

term ‘DP’ was one that was utilized freely by this cohort of individuals when referring to 

others who had also been deported.  

When informed of the research project, many Salvadorans would caution me 

against interacting with “los deportados,” or “los del call-center,” and connected their 

existence with criminality and vagrancy. In some instances, when asked of the lack of 

research by Salvadoran universities on deportees, academics cited criminality as a main 

concern. Unfortunately, criminalization was a sentiment that various deportees expressed 

they faced in El Salvador. According to Jose, an immigrant in the United States has a better 

chance of succeeding than a deportee in El Salvador. Jose alleged that American society 

gives immigrants a chance to succeed, which isn't the case for deportees. Jose recounted 

the time he was searching for an apartment near the call-center, and was eventually told by 
43 



the building manager, “nosotros no 'rentamos' a los del call-center”. Given the high-

employment rate of deportees in call-centers, the site has been framed as one of criminality 

(Coutin, 2011; Coutin & Dingeman, 2012). Eventually, Jose and a co-worker (also a 

deportee) found an apartment in upscale Colonia Escalon. Jose revealed that they only 

managed to secure the apartment because his Salvadoran girlfriend met with the building 

manager and signed the lease. Otherwise, according to Jose, “we wouldn't have been able 

to go near the place.” Prior to their new apartment, Jose and his roommate lived in a 

community that they characterized as blighted. 

Troubles securing housing are not the only limitation deportees encountered while 

interacting with Salvadorans in their new environment. Mike recounted stories of 

continuous harassment by Salvadoran police. As Mike related, in one instance he was 

“dressed as if going to church” when he was stopped by the Salvadoran police. Mike stated 

that he had his sleeves rolled up, and one of his tattoos was visible, thus, causing officers 

to question him. According to Mike, an officer stopped him and asked him where he was 

coming from, to which Mike responded that he was coming from work. To this, the police 

officer bluntly stated, “You mean coming home from cobrando renta?” Mike protested the 

accusation, claiming to have never been involved with the maras in the United States or El 

Salvador. Mike claimed the officer then added, “That's all you people with tattoos do: 

extort.”  

Subsequently, Mike was detained, taken to the police station, fingerprinted, and 

processed. Pictures were taken of his tattoos, and he was eventually released. As Mike 

alleged, three blocks from the police station, he was detained again by different officers. 

Mike lamented how Salvadoran police criminalize deportees, and other individuals with 

tattoos, and related an instance where his mother angrily informed a Salvadoran police 

officer that tattoos were not uncommon in American culture, and that Salvadoran culture 
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should not conflate tattoos with criminality. According to Mike, this instance occurred 

when he first arrived to San Salvador, and his mother had traveled to the city to help 

establish him in the country. Firstly, Mike's narrative exemplified the mixed-status realities 

of certain Salvadoran families in the United States, as his mother possessed the privilege 

to freely travel outside of the United States, but her son did not. Secondly, this anecdote 

revealed another instance where deportees utilized transnational familial networks to help 

integrate to Salvadoran society. 

In a related, but more comical conversation, a group of deportees discussed issues 

regarding their call-center badges, an item which Sergio claimed helped the police and 

Salvadoran society identify ‘DPs.’ After a bit of light-hearted discussion, Sergio pretended 

to be a police officer and stated, “Oh, you got a call-center badge? You're a deportee!” 

which drew much laughter from those gathered around. Shortly after, a police truck drove 

by and Sergio shouted “Police!” to which everyone laughed, as he pretended to hide behind 

a nearby palm tree. Eventually, the conversation dwindled, as did the people, and most 

headed back to work. Through social and institutional policing, deportee's denied access to 

space becomes an important aspect of their lived experience in El Salvador. Either through 

serious or comical narratives, their experiences are characterized by a negation of space. 

Consequently, it becomes important to note the social hierarchy which dictates who has 

the power to define a place as accessible to whom in Salvadoran society (Silvey, 2006). 

 The criminalization of deportees in El Salvador can be partially attributed to the 

ascent of street gangs in the country during the post-civil war period. Originally gangs from 

Los Angeles, California, the Mara Salvatrucha (MS-13), and 18th Street gang, arrived to 

El Salvador via the deportation of members from the United States. The collusion of the 

Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) and federal immigration entities, expedited the 

deportation process for many individuals under CRASH (Zilberg, 2004). Through 
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CRASH, the LAPD targeted 10,000 suspected gang members for deportation, while 

immigration and border patrol agents maintained a presence in LAPD facilities (Zilberg, 

2004). In 1999, CRASH was bridled with scandal as allegations arose of illegal practices 

by LAPD officers. Allegations ranged from involvement in bank robberies and murders, 

to the planting of evidence and drugs on victims (Zilberg, 1999).  

Even when criminal charges against individuals were dropped, federal immigration 

entities maintained their deportation hold on individuals (Zilberg, 2004). Arguably, this led 

to a policy where the deportation of suspected gang members from Los Angeles was 

connected to a broader national immigration strategy. Coupled with stricter changes to 

federal immigration law through IIRIRA, thousands of Salvadorans were deported to El 

Salvador (Rodriguez & Hagan, 2004, Hagan et al, 2008) Through CRASH, the actions of 

the LAPD left a legacy of transnational proportions in El Salvador that linger to this day. 

Accordingly, what could be the legacy of an immigration policy that deported young 

migrants to a country they no longer recognized? Zilberg claims that immigrant gang youth 

from Los Angeles walked the streets of San Salvador as a consequence of globalization 

and its clashes with nationalism (2004).  

Similarly, a new cohort of young migrants navigates El Salvador, and their stories 

are a testament to a contested space and identity. This contestation of space becomes 

evident in the way Salvadoran society creates socio-spatial boundaries that keep deportees 

at a distance. Deportees are routinely suspected of maleficence by Salvadoran authorities, 

and are denied housing because of their deportation from the United States, and the 

suspicion that their removal was related to criminality. In essence, young deportees are not 

regarded as part of the Salvadoran national image, even though El Salvador is framed as 

their country of origin. In contrast to El Hermano Lejano celebrated in Departamento 15, 

young deportees become the undesired guest in Salvadoran society. Their identity as 
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worthy Salvadorans becomes suspect, and in turn, deportees come to terms with 

constructing identities in a foreign context.  

 

“I REALLY WANT TO GO BACK.” 

When asked if he felt like he belonged in El Salvador, Washington, 32, revealed 

that he felt like a “coconut.” For Washington, this was a metaphor for being brown on the 

outside, and white on the inside. Given a historical understanding of Whiteness and its 

relation to American, one can infer that Washington was claiming stake in his American 

identity, while simultaneously aware of its privilege to Whiteness (Le Espiritu, 2001; 

Guess, 2006). Washington discussed the difficulty of living in El Salvador, and the sense 

of alienation that it has caused for him. He stated that he's often sick in El Salvador, when 

it was much more uncommon for him to be so in the United States. He added that in the 

last 4 months he had been in El Salvador, he'd been sick at least 4-5 times. Washington 

blamed the climate, humidity, and the food. Washington also added that the food is greasier 

and less hygienic that what he was used to in the United States. Similarly, Gabriel reiterated 

Washington's sentiments about Salvadoran food. In passing, I mentioned to Gabriel that I 

had recently become ill, to which Gabriel asked, “Have you been eating on the street?” 

Gabriel stated that he “took it very easy” when he first arrived, not allowing himself to eat 

out, mostly from fear of falling ill. Gabriel said he had been very careful about selecting 

diners that he felt were hygienic. Gabriel and I started talking about the lunch choices in 

the neighborhood, and given the amount of fast-food places around the call-center, Gabriel 

related that sometimes he’d eat at Burger King. Gabriel shared that eating there reminds 

him of his childhood in Virginia. Hence, do these transnational American corporations 

become sites where deportees can feel connected to the United States in El Salvador? This 
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point emphasizes the paradox of free flows for corporations but the restriction of people 

and labor.  

Antonio, another deportee, started a conversation with Gabriel and I and began to 

talk about California and its Mexican food. Antonio spoke about wanting tacos al pastor, 

or tacos de asada. Gabriel agreed, and recalled fond memories of food trucks that sold 

tacos in California. Antonio told us a story about the time he saw lengua at a market in San 

Salvador, and decided to buy some to make tacos de lengua at home. Antonio recited how 

he prepared the tongue, steaming it with spices, and eventually chopping it very finely. He 

then told us how he proceeded to make a pico de gallo with Jalapeño and Serrano peppers, 

while also making a salsa verde. Antonio stated that his tacos were delicious, and that his 

Salvadoran wife loved them. Antonio also related that his wife, “after eating a lot of tacos”, 

eventually asked him if the tacos were prepared with chicken. To this, Antonio responded 

that the tacos were not made from chicken, but from beef tongue, to which his wife reacted 

with disgust. Antonio claims his wife began to gag and added that tongue was disgusting. 

Antonio laughed it off, and mocked her, telling her, “How could you say that? You ate so 

many!”  

Everyone laughed, and Gabriel spoke about missing another Mexican dish called 

menudo. Gabriel and Antonio both stated that they loved it, while Antonio alluded to the 

alleged hangover curative powers of the meal. Gabriel informed us that every time his 

mother visits, he asks her to bring two big cans of hominy for menudo, as well as a bottle 

of Tapatio and Valentina hot sauce. Antonio also declared his love of Tapatio and 

Valentina, though he informed us that one could now buy Tapatio at Walmart in San 

Salvador. An important side note, when talking about the food that was being offered to 

call-center employees, Mike compared it to commissary, again referring to El Salvador, 

and the call-center as forming part of a prison complex. Through instances with food, these 
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individuals demonstrated knowledge of cuisine not typical to El Salvador, and interactions 

with Mexicans in their former communities. For Antonio, this shaped his dietary habits, 

and caused a comical moment for him and his Salvadoran partner. 

Gabriel and I discussed his pregnant wife and their upcoming baby on the steps of 

the call-center. Gabriel met his wife, also a deportee, while employed at the call-center. 

Gabriel stated that his wife lived in the United States for 10 years before her deportation, 

and that they were both fluent in English, and planned on teaching their child English as 

well. It was clear that Gabriel didn't want to be in El Salvador, and added that San Salvador 

was a hard city to raise a child. Gabriel laughed nervously, as his comment was intended 

partially as a joke, but was also very much embedded with social truth. Eventually the 

conversation shifted, and another deportee walked up to Edwin, who was standing near us 

and was wearing a Seattle Supersonics basketball jersey. This individual knew that Edwin 

was from Washington D.C., and hadn't lived in Seattle, and jokingly declared, “Take that 

jersey off!” adding, “You can't wear that. I'm from there. Only I can represent Seattle.” 

After some laughs, another young deportee asked this individual where he had lived while 

in Seattle. Ultimately, the two engaged in an animated discussion of local landmarks, food, 

and neighborhoods. Collectively, these two individuals mentally reconstructed the 

geography of Seattle while fixed in San Salvador, and created a personal relationship.  

Jaime, 24, arrived to New York City at a young age. While we sat on the steps of 

the call-center, Jaime played a hip-hop song on his smart phone by American artist A$AP 

Rocky. This led to Jaime and I discussing contemporary American rap artists. Jaime 

informed me that he stayed on top of U.S. hip-hop trends by going online and seeing what 

artists were creating. We talked a bit about New York hip-hop, and the clubs in San 

Salvador, while Jaime continued to play his music, sharing songs and artists. Jaime claimed 

an affinity for hip-hop artist French Montana, whom he added, “Is from New York, like 
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me.” Alex, 28, had an H tattooed over a star on his neck and grew up in Houston, Texas. 

Alex proclaimed that his football team is the Houston Texans and shared that he formed 

part of a Salvadoran Football league, and that he currently played running back for the 

team. According to Alex, there are five teams in the country, and the sport had recently 

gained popularity. As I was unaware of this, I expressed my surprise to Alex, and stated 

that it was my impression that El Salvador was mostly a soccer country. At this fact, Alex 

rolled his eyes stating, “I know, but I'm happy that American Football is gaining 

popularity.” Alex played in the Salvadoran Association of American Intramural Football.  

At one point, with Jaime still playing music, Lil Weezy's “God Bless America” 

came on. I felt the irony of the song, given the current context. Eventually, the conversation 

turned into a group conversation about dancing, going out, and friends. Jaime lamented 

that homes in El Salvador don't have front yards, like those in the states. Jaime claimed 

that a front yard would be good to have in San Salvador, as he would be able to play 

dominos, or poker with his friends outside. Eventually, Jaime returned to work, and Victor 

sat down next to me on the steps and smoked a cigarette. We watched a couple of 

Salvadoran workers open a power vacuum to dispose of the dirty water inside. Victor told 

me a story of how he took his car to a local car wash, with the idea that it would be power 

washed, similar to the way it's done in the United States.  

In California, Victor claimed that he would pay $17 for a good washing, and that 

he was excited when he saw it in San Salvador for $10. Unfortunately for Victor, the wash 

was not what he expected. Victor stated that the young men filled buckets of water, and 

proceeded to dump them on his car. Astonished, Victor exclaimed, “What the fuck?! I 

could've done that!” According to Victor, the young men then proceeded to wash his car 

with “old rags”, and dried his car with ones in a similar state. We both laughed at his story. 

Coming from the United States, Victor had certain expectations, which aren't necessarily 
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the norm in El Salvador. In hindsight, we both weren't only laughing at the situation, but 

at the discrepancy between what is expected and what is actually presented in a country 

that one is unfamiliar with. After talking about San Salvador, Victor and I sat silently as 

we watched four Salvadorans cleaning the power washer. Abruptly, Victor stated: “I really 

want to go back.” 

 

CONCLUSION  

The Salvadoran diaspora is celebrated by transnational narratives that frame them 

as the adventurous, male, breadwinning migrants of Salvadoran society (Rivas, 2014). 

These narratives are promoted in the media through Departamento 15, and the Salvadoran 

government with economic policies that privilege remittances as a form of economic 

development (Baker-Cristales, 2004; Sørensen, 2011). In that deportees have been 

forcefully returned to El Salvador, narratives of criminalization, failure and forced removal 

inform their existence in El Salvador, and impact the lives of these young, male deportees. 

On one hand, we have the valiant migrant, living in the United States, on the other; we 

have those who have been “rejected” in El Salvador. Unfortunately, these narratives can 

lead to material consequences in the form of criminalization, and exclusion of deportees 

from society (Silvey, 2006; Coutin, 2010). Continuously, deportees reported feeling 

rejected by Salvadoran society, and coming to terms with their American identities in a 

foreign context. This becomes evident in the fact that deportees self-identify as distinct 

from Salvadoran society, and maintain celebrations they learned while residing in the 

United States. 

For many of these individuals, recalling memories with other deportees is a way to 

remain connected to the United States. As call-centers have formed a main source of 
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employment for this group, these sites may form an epicenter from which deportees 

coordinate social events, find employment, secure housing, and create friendships. In 

developing networks grounded by the call-centers, young deportees form communities that 

re-create a semblance of their previous life in the United States. Furthermore, call-centers 

may also be viewed as important sites of solidarity for young deportees, many of whom 

experience feelings of alienation in their country of origin (Coutin 2010). For these 

individuals, their strongest connections are directed toward a country to which they cannot 

legally return, yet regard as home, while expressing a tenuous identification with the 

country in which they reside. Paradoxically, young deportees coordinate Fourth of July 

gatherings to celebrate the independence of a country that does not regard them as citizens, 

and has forcefully removed them. 

As noted in previous research, the presence of support networks has the possibility 

of greatly influencing the reintegration process of young deportees (Dingeman, 2009; 

Coutin, 2010). For many of these individuals, the lack of formal services in El Salvador 

forces them to look elsewhere for support when reconstructing their lives. Consequently, 

deportees tend to rely on informal networks composed of other deportees, their connections 

in the United States, and relatives in El Salvador.  These networks compose the basis of a 

transnational exchange in which deportees share knowledge, and create a reservoir of 

memories that sustain their relationships over great distances. Lastly, it's important to note 

the consequences that a criminalization narrative has on the masculinity of male deportees. 

These last aspects will be explored more deeply in the next chap 
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CHAPTER 5: SUPPORT NETWORKS AND MASCULINITY  

Once forcibly removed to El Salvador, young deportees are faced with the onerous 

task of reconstructing their lives in a foreign context. For many individuals, tenuous social 

relationships in El Salvador can make that task much more difficult. Previous research in 

El Salvador has demonstrated that young deportees have a variegated reintegration process, 

with their experience contingent on levels of education, access to resources, and support 

networks (UCA, 2007; Hagan et al., 2008; Coutin, 2011; Dingeman & Coutin, 2012;). 

Therefore, it becomes necessary to understand where deportees turn to for support in 

reconstructing their lives while in El Salvador. Primarily, deportees find support from 

informal networks that exist in El Salvador and the United States, though some formal 

services do exist in El Salvador. Lastly, in a context of criminalization, it is important to 

recognize the effects that deportation may have on the masculinity of deportees. Through 

our conversations, many young men expressed the need to suffer through their punishment, 

while recognizing that “failure is not an option.” Consequently, many of these young 

individuals turned towards entrepreneurial endeavors to create their success story in El 

Salvador, and not fail, as they've claimed others have done.   

 

FORMAL SOURCES OF SUPPORT 

With limited resources, and austerity measures promoted through CAFTA, the 

Salvadoran government is faced with the task of providing social services to its population 

and deportees. Through a collaboration of several Salvadoran organizations: Ministry of 

Health, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the Ministry of Tourism, in 1998, Bienvenidos a 

Casa (BAC) was established to ease the reintegration experience of deportees into 
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Salvadoran society (Hagan et al, 2008). The program aims to provide: (1) funds and 

information for deportees to locate their destination; (2) referrals to social services 

providers; (3) counseling services to assist with trauma and stress of detention and 

deportation; (4) and job placement initiatives to help deportees locate employment 

(migracion.gob.sv). Adequately accomplishing these tasks become difficult for BAC, 

given El Salvador's lack of resources (UCA 2007; Hagan et al. 2008,). When asked about 

services provided by BAC, many young deportees stated that they received no assistance, 

or that it was inadequate for their needs. Consequently, faith-based organizations, NGOs, 

and familial networks have stepped in to fill gaps in resources inadequately provided by 

the state.  

Governmental organizations have been created to address the needs of deportees 

and migrants alike. Desarollo Humano y Migraciones en El Salvador (DHMES) was 

created as a response to negative findings in the study titled "Informe Sobre el Desarollo 

Humano El Salvador, 2005” (migracion.gob.sv). This study presented a comprehensive 

analysis of issues pertaining to migration in El Salvador, and outlined the need for better 

systems of information and analysis. The study also promoted the need for policies and 

programs at a local level, and the need for more collaboration with Salvadoran universities. 

Created in 1985, Universidad de Centroamerica (UCA) has historically worked to address 

issues of human rights (uca.edu.sv).  Operating mainly as a research and academic entity 

at UCA, the Instituto de Derechos Humanos de UCA (IDHUCA) has sought to raise the 

standard of human rights in El Salvador (uca.edu.sv). From its origins in the Salvadoran 

civil war, the organization sought to find a peaceful end to the armed conflict. More 

recently, IDHUCA has prioritized collaborations with Salvadoran communities, 

neighborhood associations, NGOs, and faith-based organizations to address the 

consequences of migration on Salvadoran society (uca.edu.sv).  
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In terms of faith-based organizations, two have played a prominent role in 

addressing the needs of migrants and deportees in El Salvador. The first organization, 

Catholic Relief Services (CRS), is the official international Catholic relief and 

development agency of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops. Headquartered 

in Baltimore, Maryland, CRS provides humanitarian relief and development assistance to 

the poor and marginalized in over 100 countries and territories around the world. CRS has 

worked hand in hand with national partners in El Salvador for over 45 years, a country in 

which the issue of migration and the social and economic inclusion of migrants affect 

practically every family nationwide. From 1999 to 2005, CRS coordinated with BAC, 

providing reintegration services to El Salvador's growing deportee population 

CRS has also worked in conjunction with CARITAS Diocesan office throughout 

the country to develop initiatives and promote policy concerning humanitarian and 

developmental needs of migrants. CARITAS El Salvador, was founded in 1961, and has 

been involved in long-term projects in support of rural development, environmental 

management, migrants, women and prisoners. After 2005, the Salvadoran government took 

over the functions of BAC, and some argue that after this takeover the program shifted its 

goals (Hagan et al, 2011). Critics claim that BAC now functions as a policing mechanism, 

intended to register deportees suspected of belonging to criminal organizations by tracking 

their movement in the interior of the country (Hagan et al, 2011). This criticism becomes 

plausible when one considers that Comalapa Airport is the main port of entry for returning 

Salvadoran migrants.   

Though these organizations do attempt to provide assistance to deportees, their 

services are not specifically tailored to the needs of younger deportees who can experience 

specific difficulties regarding a language barrier, unfamiliarity with the Salvadoran legal 

system, securing social services, obtaining employment and housing (Coutin, 2010). 
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Psychologically, for young deportees, their deportation is much more like exile than a 

homecoming, as it separates them from family members, possessions, and the place they 

considered home (Coutin, 2010). There is a great need for programs specifically designed 

to reintegrate young deportees, specifically those who immigrated as children, and spent 

their formative years outside of the United States (Coutin, 2011). Moreover, it is also 

necessary for such programs to include individuals who have previous criminal convictions 

within the United States (Coutin, 2010). Attempting to fill that gap, young deportees rely 

on informal networks to address their needs.  

 

INFORMAL SOURCES OF SUPPORT 

During their transition to Salvadoran society, young deportees reported receiving 

financial, emotional, moral and social assistance from family in the United States, as well 

as in El Salvador (Coutin, 2010). Through conversations with young deportees, it appears 

that their strongest social connections remain in the United States. From their families in 

the United States, some deportees received assistance in securing housing and 

transportation upon arrival to El Salvador. Various young deportees cited Salvadoran and 

American family members greeting them at the airport in El Salvador (Coutin, 2010). 

Arguably, through these connections, deported individuals not only establish a certain level 

of security, but also maintain a direct, transnational connection, to their former lives in the 

United States. Thus, these transnational relationships become influential to the 

reintegration process for many young deportees. Additionally, some individuals spoke of 

making friendships and connections while in detention. Though initiated in the United 

States, these relationships are transferred to El Salvador, where they become the 

groundwork of a localized social network that young deportees draw from for support. 
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Edwin was unaware of Salvadoran geography at the time of his deportation. 

Paradoxically, El Salvador is the place that was framed as Edwin's home by immigration 

policy. Unbeknownst to him, Comalapa Airport is located thirty-one miles from San 

Salvador, and is surrounded by vegetation and rural communities. Before arriving to El 

Salvador, Edwin was under the impression that Comalapa Airport was located in San 

Salvador, and was overcome by dread as his plane flew over El Salvador. At the moment 

the airplane descended, Edwin expected to see high-rise buildings and a city, not green 

hills spotted with livestock. This initial perception scared him, and filled him with 

uncertainty about his future in El Salvador. Edwin had no immediate family in San 

Salvador, and had to travel to a canton outside of La Union. In the canton is where Edwin 

found support from his extended family. Eventually, his extended family connected him to 

friends in San Salvador, whose house he moved to, and he eventually secured employment 

at the call-center.  

When asked if this type of social support network exists for other deportees, Edwin 

stated that it depends on the deportee's appearance. As Edwin stated, “Support can be 

influenced by the presence of tattoos, or if one is known to be, or even suspected of being 

associated with las maras.” Edwin added, “Salvadorans are unwilling to get mixed up with 

such individuals because of the trouble and people they may invite into their lives.” When 

asked about his social group, Edwin stated that he only hung out with other ‘DPs’, as he 

doesn't trust other Salvadorans. Notably, there's a distinction in Edwin's words, and one 

that has been present in that of other deportees interviewed. Edwin's distinction conjured 

up notions of an “us vs. them” discourse that distinguishes deportees from Salvadoran 

society. According to Edwin, he feared that “someone who looks like us might actually be 

a Salvadoran marero looking to set up a deportee and rob them on pay day,” because as he 

alleged, “they know that we earn more money than them.” Though not necessarily 
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stemming from a fear of robbery, other deportees have also employed an “us vs. them” 

rhetoric regarding Salvadorans. Edwin felt that Salvadorans hold resentment towards 

deportees because as he stated, “We get deported for being bad and then get well-paying 

jobs at the call-centers where we earn higher wages than Salvadorans who studied to learn 

English here.”  

Similarly, various young deportees claimed other young deportees as sources for 

support in securing housing and employment. Mario, 35, lived 21 years in the United States 

and claimed to have obtained his job at the call-center through a friend with whom he spent 

time in detention. Interestingly, Mario's case was not the only incident where an individual 

obtained housing or employment via a connection made through prison or immigration 

detention. Importantly, this could be indicative of the formation of deportee networks in 

detention centers to mitigate the effects of forced removal. Not limited to family, or 

extended family in El Salvador, deportees use each other as sources of support. 

While outside the call-center, a young deportee was informing another about a cell-phone 

plan he secured by calling the local telephone service company. This info was relayed as a 

way to help this friend save money on a phone plan to the United States. In various other 

instances, I listened, as deportees passed along information that helped other individuals 

remain connected to their communities in the United States.  

In an impromptu group conversation, Sergio shared that he was speaking to a cousin 

in California via Skype, while his cousin was on a smart phone and walking down a street 

that Sergio was familiar with. Consequently, Sergio asked his cousin to flip the phone 

around so that he could see the neighborhood that he used to traverse. His cousin obliged, 

and Sergio began to direct him to go either left or right, as there were specific landmarks 

and businesses that Sergio wanted to see. Sergio's story demonstrated an instance of 

connected geographies, as Sergio, while in San Salvador, virtually navigated the streets of 
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California through technology and the aid of his cousin. After a while, another young 

deportee approached the group. Angel is Sergio's cousin, and also from California. 

According to Angel, he was “locked-up” with Sergio, and Mario in California. All three of 

them joked around that the call-center was a big “prison reunion.” Angel added that as 

neither of them really had a high school or college reunion, this was theirs. It is important 

to note that Mario obtained his job through a friend with whom he spent time in detention, 

has worked at the site for six years, and claimed that it is the only legal employment he has 

ever had.   

During my initial week in San Salvador, I hailed a cab driver that I had met from a 

previous trip to El Salvador. He quickly recognized me, and asked about the project. After 

discussing various call-center locations in San Salvador with Roberto, he related stories of 

the young deportees he knew. Roberto usually parked his taxi at a gas station near the call-

center, by a man who sold bootleg American movies. Often, call-center employees could 

be seen congregated by Roberto and the movie vendor, evident by the badges hanging 

around their necks. Roberto related the story of a 35-year-old man who was raised in the 

U.S., but was deported and is now homeless in San Salvador. According to Roberto, in an 

act of camaraderie, other deportees tried to help the young man by buying him clothes, 

food, and getting him an interview at the call-center. Unfortunately, Roberto claimed, the 

man's computation proficiency was weak, and he was rejected for employment. 

Consequently, the young man returned to life on the streets. It's worth noting that this is 

the same man that Gabriel referred to as the “homeless man with the impeccable English” 

in another conversation. 

While conducting fieldwork, there was an earthquake in San Salvador in which 

Washington's tablet was damaged. According to Washington, the tablet is one the primary 

ways in which he communicated with his family and friends in the United States, looked 
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at pictures of his family, and listened to music. Additionally, Washington lamented the cost 

of purchasing a new tablet in El Salvador, something, which he claimed, he couldn’t afford. 

Washington hoped that he could buy a new screen for the damaged tablet, but still thought 

it would be too costly. Eventually, Washington decided on having his mother buy him a 

tablet, and shipping it to El Salvador. Washington claimed that this method is cheaper than 

attempting to buy one in El Salvador. I also asked Washington if he stayed in contact via 

the telephone with his family in the United States, and he responded yes. Washington 

informed me that there are Salvadoran phone plans that make it cheap and easy to call the 

United States.  

Anabel, 24, had lived in Washington, DC, for 13 years, arriving to the United States 

at the age of 11. According to Anabel, she wasn't deported, but divorced her US citizen 

husband, and had to leave because of her undocumented status. Anabel had been living in 

El Salvador for 8 months, and had worked at Sykes for 6 months. Anabel said that she 

missed her family, but that her transition to Salvadoran life had not been difficult, as she 

didn't leave a significant other, or children behind in the United States. Like previous 

deportees had stated, Anabel had some distant family in a small rural community in El 

Salvador that aided in her transition. Regardless, Anabel stated that she received most of 

her support from her family in the United States, and initially in the form of housing from 

a Salvadoran cousin. This, Anabel claimed, helped her to gain some footing and establish 

herself in the Salvadoran capital.  

MASCULINITY AND DEPORTATION  

It is important to note how the transnational imaginary of deportees is affected by 

the treatment of Salvadoran society, and how it can impact their masculine identity. As 

previously noted, migration has been typically framed as a masculine endeavor, with males 
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migrants presented as the adventurer and breadwinner (Baker-Cristales, 2004). Mike 

currently lives in a blighted community of San Salvador, in the area of San Marcos, and 

stated that he had a hard time adjusting to the lower wages, and life in the capital. Initially, 

Mike confided that he spent the first days after his deportation drinking heavily. Eventually, 

Mike stated that he resigned himself to his reality, and decided that it would be best for 

him to make the most of his new life in San Salvador. Mike spoke a bit about his mother 

wanting him to return to the United States, and claimed that his mother offered to open a 

business for him in Los Angeles, but he has refused to accept the offer.  Like other male 

deportees, Mike believed that he must pay for his mistakes, and make his own life in San 

Salvador. Mike added that he had established roots in San Salvador, and everyday saw the 

opportunity of return to the United States fade. Though it had been difficult for him, Mike 

stated that this approach to his situation was necessary. For Mike, it was necessary to accept 

the social rupture his deportation caused, as holding on to sentiments of failure were not 

an option.  

Narratives of self-flagellation, and resignation were common amongst male 

deportees in El Salvador. Edwin claimed that he had gotten used to his new life. According 

to Edwin, he had no other choice, as failing in El Salvador was also not an option. Edwin 

described himself as a hustler, and a person who could sell someone sand at the beach. 

Many times during our conversation, Edwin insisted that he was an “undeserving” 

immigrant, and thinks deportees like him do not deserve pity because, as he stated, “we 

deserve what we get.” According to Jose, most deportees at the call-center will state that 

they were deported “for nothing”, but in reality they were deported for something serious, 

or as Edwin put it, “something they shouldn't have been doing.” In Edwin's eyes, he and 

other deportees shouldn't have committed any crimes in the United States, and it's therefore 

necessary for them to accept their punishment. Edwin felt that by being deported to El 
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Salvador, he paid for his crime. Edwin added that he felt like he had let his family down, 

given that his parents worked to make ends meet, and provided everything that was 

necessary for his family. 

When asked about his desire to return to the United States, Edwin responded that 

he didn't have any, at least not to do it illegally. Edwin stated that he didn't want to end up 

in jail as a result of a potential deportation proceeding, nor did he feel he had any 

opportunities in the United States. Edwin understood his parents migrated to the United 

States in order to provide a better life for themselves and their children, but now wished to 

accomplish the same in El Salvador. Eventually, Edwin stated that he would like to buy a 

house in El Salvador, some land, and fly his mom out to visit him. Ultimately, Edwin 

expressed feeling free in El Salvador, with his state issued identification in his back pocket, 

his job, and the prospect of a good future. Edwin reiterated that failure is not an option, and 

claimed he would “make it anywhere, if he has to.” According to him, it's his price to pay, 

and God's will. With migration constructed as a masculine endeavor, does deportation 

become the opposite of migration? How do deportees respond to these perceptions? Does 

deportation create the need to over-compensate for deportation through self-flagellation 

and entrepreneurship? 

 

 

“FAILURE IS NOT AN OPTION” 

Similar to Mike and Edwin, Jose expressed the need to “make it” in El Salvador, 

adding, “Deportees that had to hustle in the [United States] are the ones that make it [San 

Salvador]. Cause they'll do what it takes.” As a result of their deportation, male deportees 

repeatedly expressed guilt about their mistakes, and felt the need to pay for their mistakes 

62 



by residing in El Salvador. These sentiments can be connected to masculine notions that 

expect men to suffer through their choices, and “man up” to the adversities life has 

presented them (McDowell, 1999). Not limited to self-flagellation, male deportees were 

adamant about their “need to succeed” in El Salvador. Consequently, a considerable 

amount of male deportees interviewed in El Salvador revealed plans to start businesses, or 

were in the process of creating one. Mario, 30, lived in Texas for 25 years and was a recent 

arrival to El Salvador, only having lived in the country for five months at the time of our 

interview. Mario related that his time in El Salvador has mostly been composed of figuring 

out how to “make it.” For Mario, working at the call-center is just a stepping stone towards 

what he hoped would be a brighter future.  

Carlos, 33, is from the San Fernando Valley in California, where he lived for 30 

years, arriving at the age of three. Carlos claimed that he was deported for a non-deportable 

offense: minor possession of marijuana. Though his quantity was small, under an ounce, 

Carlos claimed he was also charged with intent to distribute, which he denied. Carlos 

related that in the United States he had LPR status, filed for citizenship and paid an $800 

dollar fee to have his paperwork processed. Unfortunately, at the discretion of the judge, 

Carlos was deported and now resides in San Salvador, where he's lived for the last two 

years. When I first spotted Carlos, he was sitting at the bottom of the landing to the call-

center entrance. Carlos was showing a young man a couple of smart phones, which he kept 

wrapped in a blue cloth, inside a lunch box. The transaction was conducted in a mixture of 

Spanish and English, with a couple of phones being passed back and forth. After the 

transaction, I asked Carlos if he had just bought a couple of phones, to which he replied, 

“No, I sell and fix them.” Carlos added that this was a form of extra income.  

Carlos informed me that he started a smart phone repair business with another 

young man in San Salvador, and they both had a stand in el centro, which his partner 
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tended. Carlos acknowledged that business is risky in el centro, as it typically has high-

crime rates. Carlos also stated that the $500 a month wage earned at the call-center was not 

enough to live on, though he did acknowledge that he earned more than the average 

Salvadoran. Carlos related that the minimum Salvadoran wage is $280 a month, and that 

those wages were usually found at McDonald's, Burger King, and other sites with formal 

employment. In the countryside, Carlos stated that wages are typically lower, with people 

earning an estimated $7-8 a day. Carlos added that it is possible to live cheaply in San 

Salvador, and to pay $50 rent for an apartment, but typically those neighborhoods were 

blighted and dangerous. Carlos stated that he didn't learn to fix phones in California, but in 

San Salvador. Carlos taught himself about the hardware, as well as the software of the 

phones in an effort to secure more income.  

In California, Carlos was an English major at California State University, where he 

completed two and a half years of schooling, and had access to health insurance and 

benefits. Carlos acknowledged that California was a good state for undocumented students, 

as opposed to Texas, which he claimed to be terrible. Carlos stated that living in El Salvador 

had been hard, as money was always short, but that there was also money to be made, and 

it was “all about the persons' mentality.” It is important to note that Carlos utilized his 

transnational American connections to have clothes and phone parts imported to El 

Salvador. This is facilitated through his connections with family members and friends in 

the United States. While we sat on the steps outside of the call-center, another deportee, 

whom I've spoken to before, walked up to Carlos and gave him $100 for services rendered. 

Abruptly, Carlos put the money in his pocket and said goodbye.  

One can assume that having $100 in a pocket, in a country with a high-crime rate 

might be a reason to head out and take the money to a safer place. A couple of deportees 

that were standing around where Carlos and I had talked joked about robbing him later. 
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Everyone laughed, and there was no sense of seriousness in their tone. As previously stated, 

Carlos was aware of the constant threat of theft and robbery in San Salvador. But Carlos 

was not only aware of it, but had also experienced it. Prior to his departure, when speaking 

of his business in el centro, Carlos mentioned robberies and muggings, and how he had 

been assaulted on at least three occasions. At this point, Carlos stated that he carried a 

“dummy phone,” and a few extra bills in another pocket to give to thieves. Amongst other 

issues, this is one of the challenges that deportees encountered when arriving to their new 

life in San Salvador.  

Unfortunately, deportees who “fail” may be portrayed in a negative light by other 

individuals. Outside of the call-center, two individuals spoke in English about a former 

employee, and fellow deportee, (discernible from the manner in which they spoke about 

him) on the street selling Claro recargas. Recargas are pre-payed, telephone cards that 

many Salvadorans purchase to add minutes to their cellular phones. From this conversation, 

it was revealed that the young man selling recargas was fired from this particular call-

center, though no reason was ever specified. After reciting this story, one of the young men 

proceeded to tell a story of another former employee and deportee who he witnessed 

delivering pizza to the call-center, where he was also formerly employed. Afterwards, the 

young men laughed at the situation of their former colleagues, making it clear that those 

individuals had committed an error by leaving the call-center or getting fired. As 

acknowledged by various deportees, though composed of long, stressful hours of work, 

call-centers have provided many deportees wages that are higher than those of the average 

Salvadoran. Regardless, many deportees claimed a sense of exploitation, acknowledging 

that if the call-center were located in the United States, their earned wages would be 

considerably higher.  
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Self-flagellation, and the shame of failure have caused some male deportees to 

attempt creating a “successful” life for themselves in El Salvador. As previously 

demonstrated, male deportees discussed entrepreneurial plans for their near future. With 

some help from families in the United States, male deportees attempted to find ways to 

create a sense of independence and self-sufficiency in their new Salvadoran context. 

Various male deportees cited the need to find their “American Dream” in El Salvador. 

Though partly informed by the need to survive in El Salvador, these individual's expression 

of the “need to succeed” could be read as something more than just material. When 

interpreted through a gendered lens, one could argue that male deportees perform a 

gendered notion of masculinity that has been constructed vis-a-vis their forced removal to 

El Salvador, and narratives of male migrants as breadwinners (Gregson & Rose, 2000; 

Silvey, 2006; Saldivar, 2012; Rivas, 2014). Given notions that criminalize deportees in El 

Salvador, it be becomes feasible that male deportees feel the need to overcompensate for 

perceptions that regard them as inferior, and exclude them from accessing public spaces in 

Salvadoran society, by aspiring to succeed in the country. 

 

CONCLUSION  

The social construction of gender combines material social relations and symbolic 

representations of difference to distinguish between the masculine and feminine, and the 

desirable from undesirable (McDowell, 1999). In contrast to the desired and celebrated 

migrant present in Departamento 15 narratives, young deportees become the undesired and 

criminal guest. Places are made through power relations that construct the boundaries of 

belonging, and it is important to recognize their consequences, as these boundaries are not 

only spatial, but also social, and define who belongs and is excluded (McDowell, 1999). 
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For young deportees, an exclusion from society can lead to consequences that can greatly 

diminish their access to social services, housing and employment. Of the formal sources of 

support that do exist in El Salvador, many are not tailored to the needs of young deportees, 

and are in turn, forced to seek informal sources of support. 

Given their informal nature, these sources are insufficient to address the particular 

needs of these young deportees as they construct their lives. Individuals whose family 

members are not in a position to assist them, who lack relatives in El Salvador, and who 

are unemployed have few options but to rely on other deportees, and family in the United 

States. At times, these connections are made in detention facilities and upon arrival in El 

Salvador. Therefore, there is a great need for programs designed to reintegrate deportees, 

particularly those who emigrated as children and who lived outside of El Salvador for 

extended periods. In that migration is constructed as a masculine endeavor, what are the 

implications and consequences of deportation on male migrant identity, specifically in a 

context of rejection and criminalization? Does deportation become the opposite of 

migration, thus, becoming synonymous with emasculation? If the male migrant is framed 

as the fearless, provider, what are the consequences for deportees?   

Arguably, narratives that celebrate the Salvadoran diaspora as breadwinners, and 

criminalize those who have been deported, can lead to feelings of emasculation and 

rejection by Salvadoran society. Responses to these narratives reveal themselves in the way 

that deportees expressed feelings of self-flagellation and the “need to succeed.” For future 

research, it is necessary to look further into the gendered dynamics of deportation, and the 

way they can affect the reintegration process for deportees. As of late, El Salvador has 

initiated a series of policies that aim to address the needs of migrants and deportees in the 

country. It is important to outline the shift in Salvadoran policy towards immigrants, while 

recognizing the gaps that may continue to exist. 
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 

 

CURRENT SHIFTS IN SALVADORAN IMMIGRATION POLICY 

Within the last decade, there has been an increase in policies aimed at addressing 

the needs of Salvadoran migrants, and other Central American migrants who travel 

through, or reside in El Salvador (Ardon, 2012). These shifts are a positive move towards 

addressing the needs of migrants that reside or pass through El Salvador, en route to 

elsewhere. In 2008 and 2010, two proposals were drafted, though neither proposal 

specifically addressed the needs of young deportees, which as has been previously 

demonstrated, face specific challenges (Coutin, 2010). In 2008, legislators of the leftist 

party, FMLN, proposed “La Ley de Asistencia y Proteccion a Los Migrantes y Sus 

Familias”, which was eventually approved into law, and addressed the needs of 

immigrants and their families, who have been directly, or indirectly affected by 

immigration, as well as those of Salvadorans living abroad, whose family remain in El 

Salvador (Ardon, 2012). Additionally, with the new legislation, the groundwork was set 

for the creation of the governmental institution, Consejo Nacional para la Protección y 

Desarrollo de la Persona Migrante y su Familia, (CONMIGRANTE), whose stated goals 

are the creation of a national policy that would provide protection and assistance to 

immigrants, and their families in El Salvador (Ardon, 2012).  

Similarly, in 2010, the conservative ARENA party introduced a proposal which 

would eventually be approved as “La Ley de la Creación de la Comisión Nacional Sobre 

Migración y Desarrollo”, through which the state institution Comisión Nacional de 

Migración y Desarrollo de El Salvador (CONAMIDE) would be created (Ardon, 2012). 

ARENAS' proposal sought to define and formulate public policies with goals that 
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strengthened protections and opportunities provided to migrants, while considering 

national development interests. Differing from a “universalist” approach to migrant rights' 

in the FMLN proposal of 2008, ARENA promoted policies that would spur economic 

development in El Salvador (Ardon, 2012). Towards this end, CONAMIDE sought to 

harness the investment power of remittances sent to El Salvador, in order to invest these 

funds in social projects, such as schools, recreational facilities, health care, and other areas 

of national infrastructure. 

A trilateral agreement between the United States, Mexico and El Salvador was 

established as the Special Act for the Protection and Development of Salvadoran Migrants 

and Their Families in 2011. This agreement, which established the Migration and 

Development Program, intended to create productive initiatives for migrants’ relatives who 

remain in El Salvador, and for people deported from the United States, who amounted to 

some 19,000 people in 2011 (GFMD Report, 2011). Additionally, the agreement included 

provisions for the protection of deportees, an emphasis on coordination between the three 

aforementioned governments, the creation of a special fund for repatriating the deceased 

and injured, and attention to the consequences of familial separation (GFMD Report, 

2011). Interestingly, Guatemala was not part of the multi-lateral agreement. Arguably, the 

inclusion of Guatemala is necessary for a multi-lateral agreement that seeks to address 

issues of immigration from Central America to the United States, given that both El 

Salvador and Mexico share a border with the nation. 

In 2012, CONMIGRANTE held its first meeting, comprised of representatives of 

organizations from Salvadorans abroad, Salvadoran businesses and civil institutions, 

ministries and various other governmental offices (migracion.gob.sv). This meeting was 

lauded as one more step towards the creation of a national policy that promotes the rights 

of immigrants and their families, as well as providing more support for deportees arriving 
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to El Salvador (migracion.gob.sv). Also in 2012, CONMIGRANTE collaborated with the 

International Organization for Migration (IOM) to develop policy that sought to include 

Salvadorans abroad in the country’s development initiatives (migracion.gob.sv). 

Moreover, the IOM seeks to support CONMIGRANTE as it formulates a national policy 

on migration and protection of migrants through meetings at the national and local level, 

and the creation of thematic groups and focal points from government, the private sector, 

civil society, academia and diaspora associations in Canada and the United States 

(migracion.gob.sv).  

As a consequence of CAFTA and national policies that have sought to “modernize” 

El Salvador, the nation is one of the most economically liberalized countries in Central 

America (Rivas, 2014). Consequently, the government is forced to find alternative methods 

to fund social programs. Nearly half of El Salvador's national income is derived from 

remittances, and their effects have been crucial in the design and redesign of policy and 

social institutions. Currently, the Salvadoran government, along with the World Bank and 

the IADB, is seeking to efficiently channel remittances towards larger financial institutions, 

in order to invest in social infrastructure. Through state institutions like Fondo de Inversion 

Local (FISD), El Salvador has created a corporatist-clientelist relationship with immigrants 

abroad. Recent projects have mostly focused on construction of schools, recreational 

facilities and health centers. In these projects, migrants, through their hometown 

associations, have provided roughly 50% of the funding.  

 

 

 

 

70 



CLOSING THOUGHTS 
For many deportees, one of the cruelest plights committed by the United States 

immigration system is its disregard for their familial and social relations at home (Coutin 

& Dingeman, 2012; Kanstroom, 2012). Young deportees who immigrated to the United 

States as children, and formed deep connections with their communities, tend to suffer the 

most upon arrival to El Salvador (Brotherton & Barrios, 2009; Coutin, 2011; Coutin & 

Dingeman, 2012; Kanstroom; 2012). Moreover, the abuses and challenges suffered by 

deportees in various locales throughout the world is an issue of which the United States 

should be held partially responsible for (Kanstroom, 2012). Over the last decade, 

immigrant rights movements in the United States have fought endlessly for passage of the 

Development, Relief, and Education for Alien Minors act (DREAM act), which would 

regularize the undocumented status of immigrant youth. Unfortunately, their efforts have 

fallen short of passing the DREAM act into legislation. Though legislation like DACA and 

DAPA have provided relief for the undocumented population in the United States, the 

benefits are temporary and minimal. 

For eligible young migrants, legislation through DACA provided relief, but 

excluded roughly 30% of young migrants who did not meet the required criteria, and did 

not guarantee a path towards citizenship (USCIS). In the United States, undocumented 

youth have framed their movement as one comprised of Americans that attend universities, 

are entrepreneurial, and deserve a path towards citizenship. Consequently, many have 

risked exposing themselves to criticisms of identity politics by emphasizing an “ideal 

immigrant” trope and promoting their American identities to spur legislation. Regardless, 
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the reality remains that various deportees in El Salvador experience feelings of exile, and 

maintain strong bonds to communities they regarded as home. Moreover, young deportees 

are faced with very specific circumstances when confronted with the task of integrating to 

their new societies (Hagan et al., 2008; Brotherton & Barrios, 2009 Coutin, 2011; Coutin 

& Dingeman, 2012; Kanstroom, 2012).  

Repeatedly, deportees interviewed for this study expressed that negative 

perceptions lead to them being treated with skepticism, rejection and outright 

discrimination. Unfortunately, their discrimination is linked to a historical criminalization 

of deportees in El Salvador, and this further impacts their reintegration experience 

(Dingeman & Rumbaut, 2008; Brotherton & Barrios, 2009; Coutin, 2011). Notably, 

deportees participated in a discourse that differentiated them from local Salvadorans, and 

employed the self-identifying term “DP.” In this manner, this cohort can be seen as 

constructing an identity in relation to their new Salvadoran environment (Gregson & Rose, 

2000; Silvey, 2006). Through the experiences of deportees, one recognizes how El 

Salvador is made and remade by migration, and by the interactions between deportees and 

other Salvadorans in the society (Gregson & Rose, 2000; Silvey, 2006). Additionally, 

transnational spaces are also made by deportees, their communities in the United States, 

and Salvadorans. Faced with the difficult task of being forcibly removed to a new society, 

many young deportees struggled with feeling welcomed in their new location.  

Salvadoran deportees engaged in transnational practices that informed how they 

imagined themselves and constructed their identity in a Salvadoran context. Deportees 

repeatedly reference a sense of alienation in their new society as a result of social 
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perceptions that criminalized them (Coutin, 2011; Coutin & Dingeman, 2012). Being 

confronted with this alienation, youth are forced with the task of recreating a life they once 

had in the United States prior to deportation. Through this process, youth draw from 

transnational relationships, social networks, tensions with Salvadoran society, and their site 

of employment. Overwhelmingly, these experiences and networks appear to be comprised 

predominantly of other deportees and U.S. citizens. 

Through their transnational ties to the United States, can young deportees be framed 

as a dispossessed group whose “co-ethnics reside” in the United States? Being neither 

legally American, nor regarded as “genuinely” Salvadoran, this specific cohort of deported 

youth comprise a unique group who seek to reunite with their former communities in the 

United States, if only through symbolic practices. Given that their identity has been shaped 

in an American context, can the United States becomes the site of their “forebears?” 

Employing rigid notions of juridical citizenship, it becomes difficult to conceptualize 

young deportees as having a stake in United States. Therefore, it is important to expand the 

notion of formal citizenship to include their social relationships, their communities, and 

cultural identities (Flores & Benmayor, 1997). Through this definition, citizenship then 

becomes a notion that privileges young deportees' connection to their communities, rather 

than their relationship to a legal state, and the United States may cease in dispossessing a 

group of youth who are strongly connected to their communities within its boundaries 
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