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Abstract 
	  
The migration of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans- and queer (LGBTQ) people from Central 

America to or through Mexico has increased in recent years. People are leaving spaces of 

violence and exclusion related to their sexual and/or gender identity and search conditions for a 

livable life. Yet, the migration implies an exposure to different sorts of violence, wherefore this 

thesis explores how the vulnerability of Central American queer people is (re)produced in a 

situation of human mobility in Mexico. Further, the thesis examines how protection is made 

(im)possible for the LGBTQ community in religious shelters. The research is based on qualitative 

research and thirteen semi-structured interviews, carried out in Mexico in 2020, with 

representatives from shelters, universities and civil society organizations working with migrants 

and LGBTQ people.  

 

Queer people are disproportionally exposed to vulnerability in Mexico and migrating does not 

necessary imply that life becomes livable. Since their lives are likely to be understood as 

ungrievable lives by the heteronormative society, the violence and the exposure to vulnerability 

of this populations becomes largely invisible. Thus, religious shelters both include and exclude 

LGBTQ people, depending on how they imagine boundaries.  

 

 

Key words: Migration, Mexico, LGBTQ, Queer, Livable Lives, Borders and 

Boundaries, Violence, Central America, Vulnerability, Human Mobility, Asylum 
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Abbreviations 
	  

  

 

CA  Central America, refers in this text to Northern CA 

 

‘The Community’  refers to the LGBTQ community and is used as a synonym to 

‘the queer community’ 

 

IOM  International Organization for Migration 

 

LGBTQ  Lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, queer 

 

NGO  Non-Governmental Organization  

 

UNHCR  United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees  

 



6	  
	  

1. Introduction and Aim 
	  
Are there spaces free of violence in the name of heteronormativity or is it perhaps the urgent 

need and search for those places that make queer people migrate, escape and search for new 

homes? The increased human mobility of people belonging to the lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans and 

queer (LGBTQ)-community shows that gender identity- and expression as well as sexual 

orientation can be factors that make people migrate (Careaga Pérez & Batista Ordaz, 2017, p. 

107). In recent years, more people have migrated from Central America to or through Mexico 

and in 2018 there was an increase in the number of LGBTQ people who applied for asylum in 

Mexico (COMAR, 2019). Generally, the understanding of the migration through Mexico has 

focused on cis heterosexual men that migrate in search for improved economic conditions in the 

United States of America (US). The idea of the married man who migrates to send back money 

to the family has legitimized and impelled migration (Luibhéid, 2014, p. 126). The dominant idea 

of the economical male migration has made other groups and their reasons for migrating largely 

invisible. 

 

There are basically no existing statistics on how many LGBTQ people migrate from Central 

America, yet lawyers and activists working at the US/Mexican border estimate that hundreds of 

LGBTQ people from El Salvador, Honduras and Guatemala apply for asylum in the US every 

year (Mora, 2020, p. 122). One fundamental aspect to guarantee the physical safety of migrants 

during the travel is the access to shelters. Most of the shelters in Mexico are run by catholic 

congregations. This thesis aims to create an understanding of how vulnerability is (re)produced 

during the migration of queer people from Central America in Mexico, and how religious shelters 

make protection (im)possible for the LGBTQ community.   

 

1.1 Research questions 
 

Vulnerability is distributed differently among populations and geopolitically, which implies that 

some groups are more exposed to arbitrary violence than others (Butler, 2004, p. XII). Lesbians, 

gays, bisexuals, trans and queer people as a community are disproportionally exposed to violence 

and discrimination (ibid p. 20). To firstly examine how vulnerability is constructed around 

LGBTQ people in El Salvador, Honduras and Guatemala can give an insight to why they leave 

their countries of origin. Therefore, the situation of queer people in Central America will initially 

be outlined in this thesis.  
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Nevertheless, there are severe risks related to the migration of the LGBTQ community, 

wherefore the ways in which vulnerability is (re)produced in a situation of human mobility in 

Mexico will be the main focus of this thesis. Thereafter, how protection of the queer community 

is made (im)possible in religious shelters will be explored. 

 

I seek to give answers to the two following research questions:  

 

- How is the vulnerability of Central American LGBTQ people (re)produced in a situation 

of human mobility in Mexico?     
 

- How is protection for LGBTQ people made (im)possible within religious shelters in 

Mexico?  

 

In order to give answer to these questions it will be important to prior outline:  

 

- Why do LGBTQ people from Central America leave their countries of origin?  

 

In a broader context, the normative objective of this thesis is to contribute to an empirical 

background that hopefully can play a role in improving the understanding of- and the conditions 

for Central American LGBTQ migrants in Mexico. Even though there are LGBTQ migrants 

from Cuba, Venezuela, Colombia and other countries in Mexico as well, the majority come from 

Northern Central America, wherefore migrants from that specific region will be the focus of this 

thesis. 

 

1.2 Definitions 
 

When discussing the context of the LGBTQ migration in Mexico, I will use some specific 

concepts related to migration and queer theory that will be further explained in this section.  

 

Asylum-seeker: A person who is searching for international protection in a country but has not 

obtained the legal status or recognition of a refugee (IOM, 2019).   

 

Central America: in this text Central America refers to Northern Central America; El Salvador, 

Honduras and Guatemala, also referred to as The Northern Triangle. 
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Cis: is understood as an opposite of trans. I do not use it as a term that refers to coherence 

between biology, how one is perceived by others and oneself since the idea of an existence of 

such a coherence is heteronormative and still parts from an idea of gendered binarities. 

Nonetheless, I recognize the increased safety of persons perceived as ‘cis’ and normatively gender 

conforming.  

 

Heteronormativity: can be defined as “institutional practices that systematically legitimize and 

naturalize heterosexuality as the norm for sexual and, broader, social relations” (Taylor & 

Snowdon, 2016, p. 168). 

 

Human mobility: A generic term for all sorts of movements of persons (IOM, 2019, p. 93). 

 

Migrant: There is no common international legal definition of who is a migrant, yet the 

International Organization for Migration (IOM) suggests that “migrant” is an umbrella term for 

persons that move from their usual residence to another place for different reasons (IOM, 2019, 

p. 132). In this thesis I will mainly use the umbrella term migrant when referring to people in a 

situation of human mobility, though I do not understand “migrant” as a fixed identity, but rather 

as a situation that people temporally inhabit. The scholar in gender studies, Eithne Luibhéid 

argues that the construction of different categories of people who cross international border is a 

way for national-states to ”constrain migrant’s rights and legitimate their surveillance, discipline 

and regulation” (Luibhéid, 2014, p. 129).  

 

LGBTQ: there are different acronyms to describe everyone outside of the heteronormative 

spectra, for instance LGBTTTIQA that separates transgendered, transvestis and transsexuals and 

include asexuals and intersexuals. Nevertheless, in this essay “trans” is used an umbrella term 

including trans sexual, and trans gendered people. In queer theory, these categories are not fixed 

nor separate, a person may identify as lesbian, trans and queer at the same time. Neither are these 

categories “timeless, unchanging, or equivalent across cultures” (Luibhéid, 2014, p. 123). 

 

Queer: is used as a synonym to LGBT(Q) in this text. Queer is also an analytical strategy that 

questions norms and assumptions that are taken for granted (Luibhéid, 2014, p. 123).   
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Refugee: A person who is unable to return to the country of origin because of fear of 

persecution based on race, religion, nationality or belonging to a certain social or political group 

(IOM, 2019).  

2. Outline  
	  
The first part of Chapter 3 focus on the situation for LGBTQ people in El Salvador, Honduras 

and Guatemala and how their rights are either guaranteed or violated. In section 3.2, the reader 

will be provided with an overview of the current situation of migration in Mexico thus focused 

on LGBTQ migrants, and section 3.3. highlights how the Migrant Protection Protocols 

drastically have changed the situation for asylum-seekers since 2019. Thereafter, section 3.4 focus 

on LGBTQ people’s access to shelters in Mexico and section 3.5. resumes how sexuality has 

been controlled through immigration law in the US.  

 

Chapter 4 contextualizes the thesis by presenting previous research on migration from a queer 

theoretical perspective. The chapter elaborates on the concepts of space, globalization and 

feminist interpretations on the construction of the nation-state.  

 

Chapter 5 describes how the study was undertaken by using ethnographical methods. The 

chapter elaborates on how the interviews were conducted and then, how the material was 

analyzed.  

 

In Chapter 6, the Theoretical Framework is described, which principally parts from Judith 

Butler’s ideas on vulnerability and grievable lives (Butler, 2004). Thereafter, theories on space, 

boundaries and borders are presented (Yuval-Davis & Stoetzler, 2002). 

 

Finally, Chapter 7 presents the findings of the research and elaborates on how the LGBTQ 

community is exposed to violence and vulnerability in different ways and how religious shelters 

both include and exclude the queer community, depending on their imagined boundaries. In 

Chapter 8 I discuss the conclusions and findings of this study.  

3. Background 
	  
This chapter will provide an overview of the situation for LGBTQ people in the Northern 

Triangle; El Salvador, Honduras and Guatemala, the context of migration in Mexico and the role 
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of shelters in providing protection for people in a situation of human mobility. Furthermore, the 

control of sexuality in US Immigration Law will be briefly explored, since most of the migrants in 

Mexico aim to reach the US and since it is possible to apply for asylum in the US based on 

persecution related to a person’s sexual or gender identity.  

 

3.1 Being Queer in the Northern Triangle 
 

Latin America is the region in the world with the highest levels of violence against LGBTQ 

people (Brochetto, 2017). In recent years, there have been legal advances in favor of LGBTQ 

people’s rights in the region and homosexuality is not criminalized in any Latin American 

country. Mexico is one of the few countries in the region that counts with a solid legal framework 

that guarantees certain protection and rights of the LGBTQ community. Hence, the country is 

divided in 32 federal entities with different laws wherefore the level of protection for LGBTQ 

people varies between the different states. Even though there have been legal advances, there are 

still tensions that make it dangerous for queer people to migrate in Mexico (Amnesty, 2017, p. 5). 

Including in the states with an advanced legal framework, there is a huge gap between the laws 

and the implementation of them, according to the Organization for Refuge, Asylum & Migration 

(ORAM, 2013, p. 1).  

 

Nonetheless, the legal protection of LGBTQ people in Mexico is particularly advanced in 

comparison to the legislation of the neighboring countries in the Northern Triangle. The 

countries of the Northern Triangle have a more hostile environment against LGBTQ people 

than the other countries of Latin America, which is partly explained by the strong influence of 

conservative evangelical churches (REDLAC, 2019, pp. 1-4). According to research made by The 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) (2016), eighty-eight percent of Central 

American LGBTQ asylum seekers in the US have suffered sexual- and gender based violence in 

their countries of origin because of their identity (Amnesty, 2017, p. 7). In general, an increase in 

violence has been registered in El Salvador, Honduras and Guatemala in June each year, the same 

month as LGBTQ Pride is officially celebrated (REDLAC, 2019, p. 6). 

 

El Salvador introduced the classification of hate crimes against LGBTQ people in 2015, yet only 

two cases defined as hate crimes against the LGBTQ community have led to prosecution since 

then (REDLAC, 2019). The murders of LGBTQ people in El Salvador are often characterized 

by extreme and brutal violence, torture and total impunity. Furthermore, it is difficult for the 

queer community to access education, work opportunities and health care due to stigmatization 
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and discrimination. Lesbian women have reported that they have been victims of sexual abuse 

within the health care system (Mora, 2020, p. 126). Furthermore, there is severe violence against 

trans women and the estimated length of life for a trans woman in El Salvador is 33 years 

(Gutiérrez Albertos, 2017, p. 73). According to the Interamerican Commission of Human Rights 

(CIDH) the discrimination, violence and the impunity that characterizes hate crimes against the 

LGBTQ community is to be considered alarming (CIDH, 2015). The CIDH also states that the 

normalization of violence against the community forces LGBTQ people to migrate and leave the 

country in order to survive (Sosa & González Oliva, 2020). 

 

Likewise, LGBTQ people in Honduras are forced to leave the country and search for 

international protection, due to the violence based on gender identity or sexual orientation 

(HRW, 2019). Furthermore, Honduras has the highest rates of murders against trans people in 

Latin America (Gutiérrez Albertos, 2017, p. 73). A law from 2001 called the “Police and Social 

Coexistence Act” allows the police to arrest people that according to them violates “modesty, 

decency and public moral” which has affected trans women particularly since they are pointed 

out as “immoral” (Mora, 2020, p. 124). In Honduras, LGBTQ people are not allowed to get 

married nor adopt children (HRW, 2019). The only legal protection consists of a law against 

discrimination based on sexual or gender identity from 2012 (REDLAC, 2019, p. 5). 

 

In contrast, the law against discrimination in Guatemala does not include sexual or gender 

identity as a discrimination category and do not count with a strong legal framework that protects 

the LGBTQ community (REDLAC, 2019, p. 5). In 2019 a bill called “Life and Family 

Protection” was preliminary approved; a law proposal that among other things states that sexual 

diversity is “incompatible with the biological and genetic aspects of human beings” and proposes 

that it should be illegal to mention LGBTQ people during sexual education in schools (HRW, 

2019). Yet, in the voting in 2020 the bill did not pass. Additionally, eighty percent of the 

population believes that LGBTQ people are being discriminated in Guatemala (REDLAC, 2019, 

p. 4). In 2017 it turned into a public scandal when the Public Ministry in Guatemala raised the 

Rainbow Pride flag in their office, during the Pride Week - The Alianza Evangélica de Guatemala 

which is a national alliance of evangelical churches wrote a public letter to the current President, 

stating that raising the Rainbow flag in the buildings of the Public Ministry was a clear threat to 

the family (Ramos, 2017).  

 

According to Human Rights Watch the increase- and the political power of evangelical churches in 
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Central America have negative consequences for the LGBTQ community since these churches 

share a strong position against LGBTQ people’s rights. The evangelical churches advocate in 

favor of law proposals as the one earlier mention; “Life and Family Protection” and against 

proposals for improved sexual and reproductive rights (HRW, 2019). Between fifty and sixty 

percent of the population in Central America is evangelical, whereas the majority in Mexico is 

Catholic (Careaga Pérez, 2019, p. 6). The spiritual, physical and psychological violence and 

discrimination against LGBTQ people in Central America are considered important factors that 

make queer people leave their homes. There are also high numbers of internally displaced 

LGBTQ people within Central America, that are fleeing from violence based on their identity 

(CIDH, 2018).  

 

3.2 Migration in Mexico  
	  
The control of international borders primarily goes back to the end of the 19th century and the 

construction of the nation-state and the exercise of “national sovereignty”. According to the 

scholar Luibhéid, the history of border controls is related to practices of capitalism, colonialism, 

imperialism and the expulsion of minorities and conquered people (Luibhéid, 2014, p. 119). 

 

Migration from Central America to the United States, transiting through Mexico is an old 

phenomenon and has been a way for people to search for safety and better life conditions. 

Whereas Mexico earlier only was a country of origin and transit it is today also considered a 

country of destination for migrants. Likewise, the demographic of Central American migrants has 

changed in recent years; before the majority of the migrants were young men in search for 

economic opportunities in the US and today there are more families, women with children, 

unaccompanied children and LGBTQ people migrating (Careaga Pérez & Batista Ordaz, 2017, 

pp. 105-106).  

 

Central Americans are fleeing from situations of extreme violence, gang criminality, extortions, 

LGBTQ-phobia, lack of opportunities and poverty in their home countries. People in a situation 

of migration are in a situation of high vulnerability in general; nevertheless LGBTQ migrants 

encounter unique challenges and risks related to their identity and often experience a double or 

triple discrimination because of their gender- and/or sexual identity (Amnesty, 2017, p. 4). 

 

In the last decades the number of people migrating from Central America has increased. For 

instance, 1,1 million migrants were registered in Mexico in 2019 in comparison to 712,500 
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migrants in 2005 (IOM, 2020). The Central American migration towards the US and Mexico 

came into the center of international news in 2018 when thousands of people migrated together 

in large groups that became known as “Migrant Caravans”. Walking thousands of people 

together, was seen as a new way of organizing the migration. One possible explanation to why 

more women and unaccompanied children migrate is that migrating in large groups “caravans” is 

perceived as safer compared to migrating alone or in a small group (Jacobsen, 2018). Within the 

different caravans, LGBTQ people have sometimes formed their own caravans. In the beginning 

of 2020, new caravans took off from Honduras and LGBTQ people reported to the Mexican 

Newspaper El Universal on January 20, 2020, that they were discriminated against by the other 

migrants in the caravan (EFE, 2020).  

 

At the same time as the number of people migrating from Central America has increased, the 

migration policies in the US under President Donald Trump’s administration have become 

stricter. The new policies have created unsafe conditions at the border and unstable conditions 

for migrants and asylum-seekers. The American President has encouraged migration authorities 

to use more “toughness” at the border (Mora, 2020, p. 131 & 134). After threats about increased 

taxes on imported Mexican goods in the US, the Mexican President Andrés Manuel Lopez 

Obrador implemented stricter migration policies as well, to prevent migrants from reaching the 

northern border (Rojas, 2019). In 2019, a new specialized police force called La Guardia Nacional 

started to control the borders (Averbuch & Semple, 2019). 

 

Before being elected President in 2016, Trump promised to build a wall between the US and 

Mexico and laughed in a public event when someone suggested to “Shoot them” [migrants] when 

arriving to the US. A publication in Georgetown Immigration Law Journal (2020) concludes that  

President Trumps strong discourse of hatred against Latin American migrants in the US and the 

changes in migration polices have worsened the conditions for migrants in general and for 

LGBTQ migrants in particular (Mora, 2020, p. 138).  

 

As mentioned earlier, migrating does not necessarily imply a process of liberation for LGBTQ 

people; instead they continue to be discriminated against by other migrants during the travel and 

at the shelters by staff or other migrants staying there (Winton, 2018, pp. 104-106). Furthermore, 

they are also exposed to discrimination and violence from public officials and institutions both in 

Mexico and the US (CIDH, 2015, p. 179 & Fry & Hennessy-Fiske, 2019). Additionally, migrants 

that settle down in Mexico may experience a double-discrimination in the new settlement where 
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they become marginalized as (1) queers and (2) immigrants (Manalansan IV, 2006, p. 236). More 

migrants than before settle down temporally in Mexico due to the changes in migration polices. 

Some of these changes will be explored in the following section.  

 

3.3 The Migrant Protection Protocols or the “Remain in Mexico Policy” 
	  

One of the main changes in migration policies during the Trump Administration is the 

implementation of the Migrant Protection Protocols (MPP) in January 2019. In 2019, the MPP or 

the “Remain in Mexico” policy forced 60,000 asylum-seekers arriving to ports of entry in the US 

to go back and wait for their asylum process in Mexico instead of in the US. LGBTQ people 

have the right to wait for the asylum-process in the US because of their specific situation of 

vulnerability, nevertheless this is not being followed (Fry & Hennessy-Fiske, 2019).  

 

It has been argued that the MPP-policy turned Mexico into the wall between Mexico and the US 

that Trump said he wanted to build during his election campaign in 2016. People waiting for their 

asylum process in Mexico are living in poor conditions and exposed to high risks of violence, 

sexual violence, diseases and kidnapping (Cuffe, 2020). In March 2020, The US Court of Appeals 

concluded that the MPP-policy is against the Constitution; nevertheless it continues to be in 

function and has dramatically changed the situation for asylum-seekers (Barnes, 2020). 

 

As mentioned, the different changes in migration policies and the changed character of the 

migration make asylum seekers stay for a longer period of time in Mexico, wherefore shelters 

have an important role in providing safety and protection for them. Whereas migrants usually 

stayed for a couple of days at a shelter, today a migrant might stay for up to a year at the same 

place, which means that shelters have to adapt to new circumstances and support migrants in 

integrating in the community (Schlechter, 2018, p. 120). The next section discusses LGBTQ 

people’s access to shelters in Mexico.  

 

3.4 A place to stay for LGBTQ Migrants: access to shelters  
	  
The Organization for Refuge, Asylum and Migration (ORAM) concludes that there is an urgent need 

for safe spaces and protection of LGBTQ refugees and migrants in Mexico (ORAM, 2013). 

Currently, there are no statistics on how many of the migrants in Mexico that identify as 

LGBTQ, nevertheless an assumption is that around five to six percent of the migrants in shelters 

are part of the LGBTQ community (Schlechter, 2018, p. 119). The shelters are fundamental for 
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the migrants to survive; however, LGBTQ migrants are repeatedly denied access to shelters in 

Mexico because of their identity and thereby forced to live on the streets, exposed to danger. 

Others suffer discrimination within the shelters, for instance trans women have been forced to 

dress in a way that does not reflect their gender identity. This kind of treatment has also occurred 

in detention centers in Mexico and the US (Taramundi & Blanco Lo Coco, 2018 , p. 44). In other 

words, LGBTQ migrants suffer from exclusion, discrimination and stigmatization when 

searching for protection and a safe place to stay.  

 

There are shelters all over Mexico, and many migrant shelters are located along the road of La 

Bestia, the train that thousands of migrants use to move through the country (Schlechter, 2018, p. 

120). Shelters are run both by the government through the National Welfare System, Desarrollo 

Integral Familiar (DIF) and through civil society organizations and religious organizations and 

congregations. The majority of the shelters are run by catholic organizations, both from the US, 

Mexico and European countries. The shelters have different objectives and ways of functioning, 

for instance some are originally created to support people with drug addiction problems and 

others are created to support migrants specifically. Some shelters are mixed whereas others are 

either for women, men or families. In many cases, the community within the shelter is a mix of 

both internally displaced people and foreign migrants (IOM, 2018).  

 

There are shelters with a specific LGBTQ profile, for instance in Mexico City the first shelter by 

and for the trans community opened in December 2019, by the association Casa de las Muñecas. 

The shelter offers psychosocial support and different courses and it is possible to stay there up to 

a year. Most of the people staying at the shelter define themselves as trans women and work as 

sex workers (Navarro, 2019). Another shelter that is considered to have taken important steps to 

improve the protection of LGBTQ migrants is La 72 in Tenosique that is run by Catholic 

Franciscans (Gutiérrez Albertos, 2017, p. 81). The shelter offers mandatory trainings for staff and 

migrants about human rights and LGBTQ people’s right. In 2016, they inaugurated a LGBTQ 

module, in order to provide a safe space for the queer community. Even though the module 

exists, everyone is free to choose where they feel most comfortable staying, which may not 

necessary be in the specific module (Schlechter, 2018, pp. 126-127).  

 

Nonetheless, trainings about human rights do not necessarily guarantee that places will be free 

from discrimination. The study Situation of LGBTQ people with international protection needs in Northern 

Central America (2018) shows that even in shelters where staff has been trained in LGBTQ 
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people’s right, discriminatory behaviors continue, and LGBTQ people do not feel that they are in 

a safe space. In shelters with LGBTQ modules, staff has even locked the door to the module 

with the purpose of protecting them from the other migrants, thus turning the LGBTQ module 

into a sort of detention center and temporally depriving the people staying there of their liberty. 

Locking the doors also implies increased risks in case of an emergency or fire (Taramundi & 

Blanco Lo Coco, 2018 , p. 44). During the pandemic of COVID-19, different LGBTQ 

organizations opened Casa Frida, un refugio temporal LGBTTTIQ, a temporally shelter for the 

LGBT(TTI)Q community; both for Mexicans and migrants. The purpose of the shelter is to 

provide a safe space for the ones who suffer violence in their homes during the confinement or 

the ones who have lost their income and home during the contingency (Goméz, 2020).  

 

As mentioned earlier, LGBTQ migrants stay at shelters in Mexico while waiting for their asylum 

process in the US, wherefore the following section (3.5) gives a brief overview of the control of 

sexuality in US immigration law.  

 

3.5 The control of (homo)sexuality in US Immigration Law 
	   

Sexuality has historically been controlled through migration laws. The Page Law from 1887 was 

the first law in the US to regulate immigration around sexuality and limited female migration 

from China to the US, assuming that Asian women were prostitutes (Manalansan IV, 2006, p. 

231). According to Luibhéid, the development of The Page Law can be linked to ideas and fears 

about the future of white lives- and culture (Luibhéid, 2002, p. 31). Likewise, The McCarren-

Walter Act that was passed by the US Court in 1952 prohibited the immigration of lesbians and 

gays, since they were considered having “psychopathic personalities” as homosexuals or 

considered to be “sex perverts”. Later, in 1965 the formulation in the law changed, and queer 

people were denied entry for being “sexual deviates” (ibid, p. 78). 

 

In the 1980s people living with HIV/AIDS who were persecuted in their countries of origin 

could in exceptional cases stay in the US for humanitarian reasons. At the same time there were 

quarantine rules that restricted the possibilities for visitors or immigrants with HIV/AIDS to 

cross the US border (Manalansan IV, 2006, p. 231). People applying for residency in the US were 

HIV-tested and denied entry if the answer was positive. In 1991, a group of Haitian asylum-

seekers that were HIV positive were sent to Guantanamo Bay in Cuba to “the world’s first HIV 

detention camp” (Luibhéid, 2002, p. 26). In this context, gay-right organizations fought for the 
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right to apply for Asylum based on fear of persecution based on sexual orientation (Manalansan 

IV, 2006, p. 231).  

 

Persecution and fear related to sexual orientation became a possible reason to apply for asylum in 

1994, at the same time the applicants had (and still have to) “prove” how terrible the conditions 

were for LGBTQ people in their countries of origin, which according to the legal scholar Sonia 

Katyal (2002) demonizes certain societies. Furthermore, Katyal argues that this has generated an 

exportation of identities from the West, where terms as “lesbian”, “gay” etc. becomes “universal”. 

Using the language of human rights may also create an understanding of gender- and sexual 

identities as universal (Katval in Manalansan IV, 2006, p. 232).  

 

In 2018, a new policy stated that diplomats had to get married in order for their partners to 

obtain a visa in the US. In other words, partners of diplomats from countries where same-sex 

marriage is illegal would not be able to obtain the visa (Lynch, 2018). Additionally, a non US-

citizen in a homosexual relationship could not obtain residency in the US based on a long-term 

relationship with a US-citizen, until 2013 (Council, 2013).  

4. Previous research 
 

This thesis draws on queer migration studies and an intersectional approach to the understanding 

of spatiality and mobility, wherefore critical feminist ideas on globalization, migration and the 

building of the nation-state will be presented in this chapter.  

 

4.1 Queer Migration Studies 
 

From a queer theoretical perspective, migration studies have been criticized for being framed by 

heteronormative assumptions, which among other things has made sexuality invisible as a factor 

that affects how people move and relocate. Additionally, the sociologist Lionel Cantú argues that 

a person’s sexual and gender identities are transformed and affected by migration processes 

(Cantú, 2009, p. 21). 

 

Even though the number of LGBTQ migrants from Central America, transiting through or 

staying in Mexico has increased in recent years, there is little research done on their specific 

situation and their reasons for migrating (Winton, 2018, p. 104). The gender studies scholar 
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Robert M. Buffington argues that there are few available intellectual resources to understand 

themes on sex and sexuality in a historical perspective (Buffington, 2014, p. 1).   

 

The queer perspective on migration studies can be reached back to the 1980s when scholars 

insisted on the importance on analyzing how sexuality influenced migration patterns. Through 

queer theory, LGBTQ people and people living with HIV/AIDS became more visible and the 

connection between sexuality and migration as well (Luibhéid, 2014, p. 123). Human mobility has 

been used as one explanatory factor to how HIV spreads. (Manalansan IV, 2006, pp. 226-228). In 

2009, the Mexican scholar Núñez-Noriega Guillermo published Vidas vulnerables: hombres indígenas, 

diversidad sexual y VIH-SIDA about homosexuality and HIV in indigenous communities in 

Mexico. Núñez-Noriega analyzed how risk factors are created and argued that it is necessary to 

understand the interconnection between factors as sexuality, gender identity and ethnicity when 

examining human mobility in Mexico.   

 

In Thinking Sexuality Transnationally (1999), the scholars Elizabeth. A Povinelli and George 

Chauency question the understanding of migration as a phenomenon of “masses” and instead 

suggest that people do a subjective mediation where factors as sexual- and gender identities are 

negotiated and influence the decisions to migrate (or not, and where to). Sexuality can be 

understood as a phenomenon that is affected and changed by globalization and transnationalism and 

the movement of people has, according to Povinelli and Chauency created a clash or connection 

between different sexual ideologies (Euro-American, Western, Indigenous sexual practices). In 

other words, they argue that there is a relation between the local and global regarding sexual- and 

gender identities (A. Povinelli and Chauency in Manalansan IV, 2006, p. 229). 

 

Sexuality as a broad category can affect how people relocate and move within their home 

countries or internationally, which is defined as sexual migration. Through human mobility it can 

be possible for people to express other identities than the normative and live queer practices 

(Manalansan IV, 2006, p. 225). Nevertheless, Cantú suggests that sexuality should not be added 

as another category as age/sex in the analysis, instead he uses sexuality as an axis of power 

relations (Cantú, 2009, p. 21). Another term to describe the movement of people based on their 

sexuality is sexilio (Careaga Pérez & Batista Ordaz, 2017, p. 110). The anthropologist Martin F. 

Manalansan IV suggests that queer studies can be used in migration studies, not only to make 

queer people visible but also to create new understandings of concepts as nation, sexuality and 



19	  
	  

gender and to create a more solid understanding of sexuality as a relevant factor in migration 

(Manalansan IV, 2006, p. 226).  

 

4.2 Space and Globalization  
 

Space can be understood as places that a person leave, transit, stay in or places where people are 

included, excluded or pushed away from (Careaga Pérez & Batista Ordaz, 2017, p. 107). In Notes 

toward a Politics of Location (1984), the poet Adrienne Rich developed the concept of politics of 

location to describe how our experiences are situated and positioned differently depending on 

factor as race, ethnicity and class (Rich, 1984 (2007)). In the 80s and 90s scholars started focusing 

on the importance of cultural situatedness of sexuality (Manalansan IV, 2006, p. 227-229). At the 

same time, the sociologist Nira Yuval-Davis argues that categories as gender, ethnicity and race 

are Western concepts that are not enough to describe spatial intersections since social injustices 

need to be understood across time and place (Yuval-Davis in Xin & Loopmans, 2020, p. 3). 

These intersections are also materialized within the phenomena of globalization. 

 

In Intersectionality (2018) the economic-history scholar Paulina de Los Reyes and the sociologist 

Diana Mulinari part from feminist theory when they argue that there are inherent contradictions 

within the concept of Globalization. On the one hand it has created a free flow of capital and 

products and on the other hand it controls the movement of people and reproduces structures of 

oppression and racism. The global economy benefits elite groups, yet it also creates an 

international labor market where (poor) people migrate to work in low payed sectors. Human 

trafficking can be understood as a result of the failure of the workforce mobility. The power 

dynamics related to the globalization and feminization of migration needs to be understood in 

relation to class, gender and ethnicity, and the above-mentioned situatedness (Reyes & Mulinari, 

2018, pp. 20-21). Further, Yuval-Davis (et.al) argues that there is a paradox between the constant 

demand from Western societies of labor force from other countries and the construction of a 

Fortess Europe and the militarization of the border between US and Mexico. Two parallel events 

occur simultaneously; on the one hand, the intent to extract the maximum of the economic 

benefits by migration (hiring cheap labor) and on the other hand important attempts to control 

the social and cultural diversity of societies take place (Yuval-Davis, et al., 2005, pp. 515-517).  
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4.3 The construction of the Nation-State  
 

One critique against the construction of the nation-state is that it is built on racist assumption, 

that according to the Marxist philosopher Etienne Balibar, as interpreted by de los Reyes and 

Mulinari (2018), make it possible to draw a line between “we/us” and and decide who belongs to 

the nation and who does not. It exists a hegemonic discourse where migration from outside of 

the Western world is perceived as a security issue and a threat to the nation. Exile and processes 

of migration challenge the normative linear concept of how people live their lives according to 

certain coherence between room and time (Reyes & Mulinari, 2018, pp. 20-25).  

 

According to the scholar Sabine Früchstück the concepts of the nation or sexuality cannot be 

understood as parts of a natural order that has always existed. Controlling people’s sexuality and 

naturalizing the dominant sexuality is part of creating the project of building the nation-state 

(Früchstück, 2014, p. 18). According to Benedict Anderson (1991), as interpreted by Yuval-Davis 

and Marcel Stoetzler, nations are imagined communities since the members of the community 

impossibly know all the other members (citizens). Borders obtain an important meaning for 

nation-states as a symbol of the sovereignty and legitimacy of the state (Yuval-Davis & Stoetzler, 

2002, p. 333).  

 

Imagined communities are upheld by symbolic boundary guards with the purpose of defining the 

“us” and “them” and the members and non-members. They are further linked to specific cultural 

codes on religion, how to dress, how to behave etc. (Yuval-Davis & Stoetzler, 2002, p. 334). 

Additionally, Yuval-Davis and Stoetzler claim that women imagine borders differently than men, 

and that the imaginations of borders and boundaries are gendered. To cross boundaries or 

borders can be understood as a way out of traditional gender roles (Yuval-Davis & Stoetzler, 

2002, p. 338). 

 

The founding myths of the state have an important political significance as well as the discourses on 

borders. Furthermore, the borders are naturalized and symbolized by rivers, mountains, and seas 

or similar. Thus, the majorities of borders are a result of negotiations between super powers and 

do not reflect the “natural” condition nor has the people living there been consulted prior to 

building the border (Yuval-Davis, et al., 2005, p. 522).  
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5. Method  
 

5.1 The study 
  

This study is based on ethnographical methods. Apart from being a student at the Master’s 

Programme in Religion in Peace and Conflict at Uppsala University I am currently working at the 

United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) in Mexico where I mainly focus on alternative care for 

children in migration. As part of my work I have therefore visited different shelters, both at the 

northern and southern border. I have also made field visits in January and February 2020 to a 

settlement of 1600 asylum seekers “MPPs” at the northern border.   

 

During the field visits and assessments, I have particularly focused on understanding the situation 

for LGBTQ migrants and asked the staff at the shelters how they work with this community. In 

one way, I assumed a role that can be described as a “covert ethnographic researcher” according 

to the professor Alan Bryman in Social Research Methods (2008). According to Bryman, it is easier 

to gain access to certain spaces, by not revealing the fact that one is conducting research 

(Bryman, 2008, pp. 404-406). Hence, I already had access to these closed settings through my job 

and I was expected to ask similar questions as a researcher would have asked. Probably, the way 

people responded might have been different if I would have asked them as a student instead of as 

a person representing an UN-organization that may be or become a possible donor.   

 

The visits to shelters and a settlement made it possible for me to do a micro-ethnography work 

and carry out semi-structured participatory observations (Bryman, 2008, p. 403). Visiting several 

shelters provided me with a solid background and understanding of the context before entering 

in the process of my investigation. Furthermore, it was through these visits that I became aware 

of the challenges related to the reception of LGBTQ migrants. In my field notes and reports (ibid 

p. 417) from the shelter visits, I have underlined the need of strengthened knowledge about 

LGBTQ people’s rights, to end discriminatory actions and to identify and attend the needs of 

this population.   

 

In the settlement of MPPs at the northern border, I had the opportunity to talk to LGBTQ 

people, among them a young 18-year-old trans girl from Central America who during her travel 

became “adopted” by a Venezuelan family. 1  They decided to travel together, and she explained 

how she had become part of their family and living with them had somehow created a safe space 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 The name of the country is changed to avoid identification of the persons 
2 See Appendix A 
3 The “religious shelter” does not legally define as “religious” since it is registered as a civil association, yet it is run 
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for her. When talking to the migration authorities, they explained that the LGBTQ community 

had their own settlement within the settlement. This could probably also be understood as a way 

to create a proper, safe space or as a safety measure.  

 

When visiting a shelter in another border city in 2019, the staff told me that a trans girl had been 

staying there a couple of weeks earlier. Upon her arrival, the staff held a workshop with the boys 

where they were instructed to put on a dress so they could understand that “there is nothing 

wrong with being a boy and dressing as a girl”. The use of this method made it clear that even 

though the staff had the intention to create an inclusive space, the method was transphobic and 

discriminatory since it reproduced the idea that trans people are “dressing out” and that their 

identity and their experiences are “a show” (NCTE, 2017).  

 

5.2 Interviews in times of a Global Pandemic 
   
The investigation is based on qualitative research and I have conducted thirteen semi-structured 

interviews with fifteen persons in April and May 2020. Two interviews were conducted with two 

persons at the same time and the other interviews were one-on-one. The scholars Steinar Kvale 

and Svend Brinkmann (2019) describe interviews and conversations as historical common ways 

to obtain systematic knowledge (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2019, p. 23). Consequently, the risk as a 

researcher when using interviews as a method is that it becomes too similar to “regular talking” 

and therefore one does not prepare enough and thereby miss out on important information (ibid 

p. 31). To avoid this risk, I developed an Interview Guide that I used for all interviews (Bryman, 

2008, p. 196). 2  

 

In order to identify people to interview I first contacted professors at the Latin American 

Institute at Stockholm University to ask for recommendations on key persons to interview. 

Thereafter I contacted LGBTQ organizations and shelters both in Mexico and Central America. 

The shelters were identified through a directory of all shelters in Mexico created by IOM (IOM, 

2018). After each interview I asked the person/s for further recommendations on relevant people 

or organization to include in the research, thereby using a snowball sampling method (Bryman, 

2008, p. 184). To include different perspectives, I interviewed people from different sectors as 

well as in different geographical locations. The interviews were conducted with representatives 

from shelters; one specific LGBTQ shelter and one religious shelter, scholars at Universities in 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 See Appendix A 
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Guatemala and the US, a representative from a UN-agency, activists and representatives from 

Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) working with migrants and LGBTQ people. 3, Nearly 

fifty percent of the people I interviewed auto identified themselves as part of the LGBTQ 

community (for instance by using the word “we” when talking about LGBTQ people or openly 

stating that “I’m a queer person”) even though this was not a question that I asked.   

 

I started every interview with a brief presentation of the study and myself and thereafter I asked 

the person/s to present themselves and their organization. The interviews were semi-structured, 

and I used mainly open questions and follow-up questions (Bryman, 2008, p. 438). In the 

Interview Guide I combined different types of questions in order to get information both about 

the person I interviewed and her/his/their experience of working with the theme of migration, as 

well as questions about attitudes and beliefs about LGBTQ people on the move (ibid p. 238). 

 

Due to the pandemic of COVID-19 that started in Mexico in February 2020, and the restrictions 

that followed, it was impossible to conduct interviews face-to-face or conduct further 

participatory observations at shelters. Since the restrictions have forced people to work from 

home, they (we) have adapted to online meetings, which may have been positive for the research. 

In normal settings, online interviews might be perceived as something complicated. Now, on the 

other hand, people have gotten used to teleworking and the interviews were probably perceived 

as “yet another meeting” during the work day and the thought of an online interview might have 

created less resistance that it normally would have done. 

 

Using interviews as a way to gain knowledge parts from a constructivist perspective and differs 

greatly from a positivist understanding of knowledge-construction. Twelve of the thirteen semi-

structured interviews were conducted through a digital videoconferencing software and one 

interview was made through a normal phone call. The interviews lasted between sixty and ninety 

minutes. All the interviews were recorded, and prior to recording I asked the person if they 

agreed to this and informed them that I would delete the video after transcribing the interview. 

Transcribing interviews can be understood as making a translation from oral to written language 

(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2019, p. 218). All interviews were conducted in Spanish and all the 

translations from Spanish to English in this thesis are my own.   

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 The “religious shelter” does not legally define as “religious” since it is registered as a civil association, yet it is run 
by a Priest wherefore it falls under the category of religious in this study	  
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There are different levels of language and the body and the body language must also be 

understood as part of the qualitative interview (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2019, p. 131). Certainly, it is 

more complicated to read body language through a computer screen and some important parts of 

the communication went missing through the digital interviews (ibid p. 190). The affirmative 

“mm” and sounds of “I am listening” disappeared during the interviews since I was on mute 

while the other person was speaking, which sometimes might have created a feeling of a certain 

“abrupt” communication. During the interviews I always had the camera on as a way to get 

closer to the other person(s). Even though we lost the natural connection and interaction of a 

face-to-face interview setting, I believe that the fact that we were all locked inside of our houses 

(due to the quarantine restrictions) at the same time created some sort of common ground to part 

from.  Finally, after transcribing the interviews I re-read them numerous times in order to analyze 

the material and identify different themes. The interviews have been used as the primary material, 

yet I have also used articles, field-notes and reports as part of the material.  

 

5.3 Ethical considerations  
   

Critical feminist theory parts from the idea that knowledge in never neutral or objective, nor 

created in a vacuum. The production of knowledge is related to existing power structures, 

institutional practices and social relations (Reyes & Mulinari, 2018, pp. 14-15). My study parts 

from the understanding of research as a subjective process.  

 

Due to ethical aspects and the specific exposure to vulnerability of LGBTQ people in a situation 

of migration, I decided not to interview this population directly. Certainly, it would be important 

to hear their voices, experiences and thoughts; nevertheless, it could also imply a reawakening of 

traumas and revictimization or false expectations about the benefits of participating in the 

research. Thus, I have made sure to interview people who identify in diverse ways and some with 

personal experiences of human mobility as LGBTQ persons.  

 

Furthermore, I have decided to anonymize the informants and the cities where they live, to 

guarantee the safety and integrity of the third persons that they are talking about in the interviews, 

since I do not count with the explicit consent of the third persons to share their stories. 

Nonetheless, no one expressed a desire to be anonymous when asked.4  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 The only city that has not been anonymized is Mexico City 
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6. Theoretical Framework  
	  
In this chapter I will discuss the construction of vulnerability (Butler 2004 & 2015) to understand 

how the vulnerability of Central American LGBTQ people is (re)produced during their migration 

in Mexico. I also develop on Butler’s theory on grievable and livable lives to understand the 

invisibilization and normalization of violence against LGBTQ people. Finally, I will present 

Yuval Davis and Stoetzler (2002) theory on imagined borders and boundaries to later analyze how 

protection for LGBTQ people is made (im)possible by religious shelters through ideas of 

belonging. 

 

6.1 Vulnerability and Grievable Lives 
  

To understand how vulnerability is (re)produced during the migration of Central American 

LGBTQ migrants in Mexico, I will briefly develop Butler’s notion on vulnerability. Butler argues 

that Being in itself is a vulnerable condition and through our bodies we share a primary 

vulnerability to others related to our dependency on each other (Butler, 2004, p. XIV). Even 

though vulnerability is experienced differently, Butler argues that our condition of vulnerability is 

not changeable, yet vulnerability and precarity can be mobilized in political struggles when people 

demand conditions needed for a livable life (Butler, 2015, pp. 150-153). Still, the dependency and 

our attachments to each other implies that we are vulnerable to losing each other and our 

attachments. Likewise, the attachments make us exposed to the Other, to the gaze of Others, to 

touch or to violence. There are several parallel implications of the body: mortality, vulnerability 

and agency (Butler, 2004, p. 20 & 26). 

 

Primarily, vulnerability needs to be understood in relation to existing power- and social structures 

in a specific context (Butler, 2015, pp. 142-143). Under certain circumstances, especially where 

violence in any form is present, vulnerability is aggravated (Butler, 2004, p. 29). Butler argues that 

bodies are exposed to vulnerability differently. The exposure happens in everyday settings, for 

example when a trans person just walks down the street and the visibility in the public space may 

turn into a situation of harassment or even police violence. The exposure also takes place in 

situations like when a migrant passes a border and the body becomes ”available to harassment, 

injury, detention or death” (Butler, 2015, p. 51 & 125). Furthermore, Butler argues that bodies 

depend on infrastructural (or lack of) conditions and that vulnerability is constructed and 

experienced in relation to conditions that are both outside of- and at the same time part of the 

body (ibid, p.148-149). 
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The body is also related to the performativity of gender, and dominant, categorical and binary 

distinctions of gendered life. To analyze the relation between power, gender and norms has, 

according to Butler the purpose of making life livable for gender- and sexual minorities, and for 

”bodies that are gender nonconforming as well as those that conform too well...” (Butler, 2015, 

p. 32). Precarity, is by Butler understood as the political conditions, that force certain people to an 

increased experience of vulnerability and exposure to violence, injury, death and failed social and 

economical networks of support. It also refers to how precariousness is differently distributed in 

society. There is a clear link between precarity and gender since “those who do not live their 

genders in intelligible ways are at heightened risk for harassment, pathologization, and violence”. 

Further, Butler argues that norms about gender limits how people can appear in- or use the 

public space, how the understanding of public vs. private is constructed and the gender norms 

determine for whom the public appearance can result in criminalization (ibid p. 34).  

 

Thus, there are risks related to the use of the term vulnerability. Within the context of human 

rights, feminists have positioned women’s disproportioned exposure to vulnerability in order to 

obtain rights and demand protection for women. Thus, this may create an understanding of 

women as inherently vulnerable and implicitly “ask” paternal powers and states to fulfill feminist 

goals and provide protection. A contrasting approach is that vulnerability and resistance can take 

place at the same time and that vulnerability therefore can turn into political action and create a 

basis for activism (Butler, 2015, pp. 124 & 140-143). 

 

Additionally, Butler argues that there is a an inequal “geopolitical distribution of corporeal 

vulnerability” (Butler, 2004, p. 29) and that the condition of primary vulnerability is exploited in 

ways that create oppression of people. Some lives are highly protected and seen as grieveable 

whereas others are not, within the hierarchy of grief (ibid pp. 31-32). Consequently, Butler asks how 

grief and mourning take place when a person who is not perceived as a “someone” is lost and 

argues that this question is specifically relevant for the queer community and those whose lives 

are marked by “unwanted violence against their bodies in the name of a normative notion of the 

human, a normative notion of what the body of a human must be” (ibid p. 33). 

 

The violence against the ones who are perceived as unreal is repeated since the unreal; despite the 

derealization of them continues to exist “in this [a] state of deadness” (Butler, 2004, p. 33). 

People who become derealized can impossibly be humanized, as they “fit no dominant frame for 
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the human” (ibid p. 34). Violence against these persons strengthens the already existing message 

of their dehumanization and derealization and the loss of them becomes invisible and 

unmarkable and deserves no place of public grief.  Butler argues that vulnerability must be 

recognized in the first place, to change the structure and meaning of the vulnerability (ibid p. 34 

& 43).   

 

Finally, according to Butler, the neoliberal and the human rights approach to vulnerability and 

precarity are different, yet part from the same rational of power. The first neoliberal “targeting” 

perspective focuses on “responsibilization” where people are seen as alone responsible for the 

situation of precarity in which they encounter themselves. In contrast, the human rights 

“protecting” approach use the term vulnerability to demand protection of these groups. Thus, 

Butler argues that even the idea of protection inherits the risk of humanitarian NGOs to install 

themselves in permanent positions of power that exclude the populations from democratic 

processes and mobilization (Butler, 2015, p. 144). In the next section I further develop the 

concepts of borders, boundaries and belonging and how these are based on ideas of inclusion or 

exclusion of certain groups, which can further produce vulnerability of the ones excluded.  

 

6.2 Space and Imagined Borders and Boundaries 
 

In order to analyze how protection is made (im)possible for LGBTQ people in religious shelters, 

I will here develop on Yuval-Davis and Stoetzler (2002) theories on imagiened borders and 

boundaries that draws from Anderson’s (1991) ideas on imagined communities. The concept of 

belonging related to boundaries will also be discussed.   

 

Borders are, by Yuval-Davis and Stoetzler understood as territorial/legal ones and boundaries as 

limit-lines of collectives. Further, the two scholars argue that boundaries and borders have 

gendered dimensions and are imagined differently by women. Furthermore, boundaries and 

borders are constructed differently depending on the purpose of the national project and political 

values of a certain context. Imagined communities are built around borders, for instance by ideas 

about ”nationality” or ”ethnicity” which create different boundaries. Other positioning’s related 

to social dimensions as gender or class also influences the construction of ”us” and ”them” 

(Yuval-Davis & Stoetzler, 2002, pp. 330-333).  
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In other words, borders and the imaginaries of boundaries create a division between the ones 

who belong and the ones who do not belong to a certain space or community. For example, 

immigration policies serve the purpose of determining this belonging through mechanism of 

inclusion and exclusion (Yuval-Davis & Stoetzler, 2002, p. 518). As mentioned earlier, aspects as 

gender, class, place in life cycle etc. determine wherefrom boundaries are imagined. The ideas on 

who can be included in a national or ethnic collective, or how a legitimate membership is 

constructed, are influenced by political values and people’s differential positioning’s and 

intersectional identities (Yuval-Davis, et al., 2005, pp. 521-522). 

 

Citizenship is explained as gendered, classed and cultured. Belonging on the other hand is 

understood as “thicker” and not necessarily linked to citizenship. For instance, one can be a 

citizen of a country without being perceived as (or feel like) a person who belongs to the 

community. According to Yuval-Davis, the sense of belonging is activated in situations of 

exclusion rather than inclusion. Imaginings of belonging are part of the construction of collective 

places that become naturalized and thereby also invisibilized in the same way as other hegemonic 

structures. Boundaries serve political purposes and are not fixed; rather they are constantly re-

shaped (Yuval-Davis, et al., 2005, pp. 526-528). 

 

As previously mentioned, processes of inclusion and exclusion are closely linked to 

(im)migration. Immigration policies decide who is “wanted” and who can become a citizen or 

not. Further, Yuval Davis (et.al) argues that human rights are negotiated in this process of 

exclusion, when states try to secure borders from asylum-seekers (Yuval-Davis, et al., 2005, p. 

518). All boundaries are understood as the result of a collective imagination determined by the 

situated positioning. State borders are one of these imagined boundaries. To cross boundaries or 

borders can be understood as a way out of traditional gender roles (Yuval-Davis & Stoetzler, 

2002, p. 331 & 338).  

 

In relation to the gendered imaginations of borders and boundaries, it is also important to 

mention how gender and sexuality is constructed and negotiated at borders. In Looking Like a 

Lesbian: Sexual Monitoring at the U.S. – Mexico Border in Entry Denied (2002), Luibhéid discusses how 

US immigration officers in the 1950s tried to prevent homosexuals from entering the country by 

identifying them through the way they were imagined to look, speak or act. In other words, 

institutions such as the former Immigration and Naturalization Service (since 2003 the U.S. Customs 

and Border Protection) are part of creating fixed boundaries about what constitutes homosexuality 
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(Luibhéid, 2002, p. 78). Going back to Butler’s (2015) concept of performativity of gender; when 

assuming that there is an absolute difference between homosexual and heterosexual bodies this 

boundary comes into being (Luibhéid, 2002, p. 81). Furthermore, it creates an opportunity for 

LGBTQ people to perform gender in a “heterosexual” way and therefore not be identified. This 

process, exemplified in Luibhéids book, by a lesbian in the 1950s presenting herself to the 

migration authorities as a reproductive feminine straight body by using so-called feminine 

attributes, in order to pass the border is described as the process of “straightening up” (ibid p. 

81-83).  

 

In the following chapter, I will present the different situations in which the vulnerability of 

LGBTQ people is (re)produced during the migration, that were identified in the interviews. 

Furthermore, I will develop the ideas on whether protection of LGBTQ migrants is made 

possible or not within religious shelters in Mexico and analyze the mechanisms of exclusion and 

inclusion that occur.   

7. Findings and Analysis  
 

In this chapter I will present findings from the research I conducted in Mexico City in April and 

May 2020 and discuss how the vulnerability of LGBTQ people in a situation of human mobility 

possibly is aggravated in Mexico. The analysis draws on Butler’s theories on vulnerability and 

grievable and livable lives (Bulter, 2004 & 2015). Through close reading of the material I 

identified different themes in relation to the production of vulnerability. 5 Furthermore, I will 

present how protection is made (im)possible within religious shelter by presenting different 

strategies used by shelters and analyze them in relation to ideas on boundaries and belonging 

(Yuval-Davis & Stoetzler, 2002).  

	  
7.1 Persecution  

 
The first theme I identified in the interviews, related to the exposure to vulnerability was the 

persecution of LGBTQ migrants by the criminal gangs called Pandillas/Maras that control large 

territories in the Northern Triangle. It was described how the persecution of LGBTQ people 

starts in the countries of origin and then continue during the migration and the interviewees 

mentioned that the persecution generally begins when the gang figures out that a person is in a 

homosexual relationship or comes out as trans. Belonging to a security force, as the military or 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 With ”the material”, I refer to the interviews I have conducted   
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police and being part of the LGBTQ community was also mentioned as a reason to leave the 

country, even if it did not necessarily imply persecution. 

 

In the interviews, the participants mentioned how trans women that work within the sexual 

industry often are forced to become sexual slaves to the gang-members in their communities and 

pay high “taxes” for working within the territory of the Pandilla and gain access to their plaza. 6  

The exploitation, extorsion and control of trans women working in the sexual industry are seen 

as factors that force them to leave their countries of origin. A director for a LGBTQ organization 

in Mexico describes how,  

 
Many of them [trans women] are persecuted and live under death-threats. 

They are terrified that someone will identify them and inform the people 

over there [the gang members in their countries of origin]. We identified 

two gang members here who were following two compañeras trans who 

worked as sex workers and were forced to become sex slaves of the gang 

members. When the girls decide that they won’t work for them anymore 

they have to leave them and escape and migrate, but they come after them 

and try to force them to come back and work for them. If the girls don’t 

accept to go back, the pandilleros kill them (Emilio, 2020).  

 

In other words, the interviewees identified that leaving the country of origin does not imply that 

the trans girls are able to get away from the ones who are violating them, since gang members 

persecute them, even when they have left the country of origin. Furthermore, the territories of 

the pandillas are described as transnational which means that their control expand outside of 

national borders, and the gangs operating in the Northern Triangle also have possibilities to 

exercise control in Mexico. A person working for an NGO supported by UNHCR, identifies that 

the confrontations with the gang members is only one of several other factors that lead to an 

expulsion from the country of origin,   

 
In Central America, sexual orientation or gender identity are important 

factors that expulse people from their home countries. First, they are 

expulsed from their homes, then from their communities and then they 

have some kind of safety incident with the maras also, because there is some 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6	  The use of the word “slave” is problematic and perhaps “sexual exploitation” would be a more appropriate term, 
nevertheless the concept of “sexual enslavement” was used in the interviews, in other words it is an emic concept 
and will therefore be used in the thesis. 	  
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kind of specific persecution of this group [LGBTQ people]. Well, they are 

expulsed and then they come to Mexico where the gangs continue to be 

present and expulse them again. I would define it as multiple expulsions 

based on their sexuality or gender identity (Luna, 2020).  
 

It was highlighted that because of the persecution there are no safe spaces, for the LGBTQ 

community and specifically not for the trans girls during the travel. That is, no conditions for 

livable lives (Butler, 2004). The informants described how the ones who are persecuted are 

exposed to the risk of running into their offenders at any point during the travel, even in the 

places where they search for support and assistance. Places as the line to the migration office, the 

bedroom at the shelter, the reception to the social assistance office or any other place of 

socialization were mentioned as possible places where the victim might have to run into their 

persecutor or offender. This persecution is explained as something that create a fear that forces 

queer people into hiding; either by changing their looks or by staying inside as much as possible 

and avoid public places and events. The director of a LGBTQ organization explains that,  

 

Some cut their hair or start to wear makeup differently so they won’t be 

recognized. Others are constantly afraid of leaving their home. They go 

from home to work and then back home again and it becomes like a 

confinement. We try to integrate them in the activities with the local 

LGBTQ community, but they are terrified “what if someone will recognize 

me?” their fear makes it very lonely for them to be here (Emilio, 2020).  

 

Hiddenness was also described as a reality of migrant trans girls working in the sex industry. They 

hide out of the fear for police violence, criminalization and deportation. Consequently, it was 

pointed out in the interviews that if trans girls in the sex industry are exposed to crime they do 

not dare to denounce it, since it would imply the risk of being treated as criminals by the police; 

for being undocumented and sex workers. A person working at a LGBTQ organization explains 

how the authorities automatically see sex workers as participants in human trafficking and 

criminals which lead them into a hidden existence,  

  

They live in the clandestine, the absolute clandestine, and well this 

facilitates for the organized crime to contact them and force them to do sex 

work for them or to do the dirtiest work of the organization, like selling 

drugs. They get promised that with this money they will be able to continue 

their travel and reach their destiny (Mateo, 2020).  
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This can be understood as an example of how precarity and gender norms are connected (Butler, 

2015), showing how people who lives gender in a different way than the normative tend to be 

exposed to precariousness and arbitrary violence. The trans sex workers are criminalized when 

appearing in the public space, which relates to Butler’s reasoning on how appearance in public 

space can imply violence for certain populations. At the same time as the trans girls live in “the 

clandestine”, they also become hypervisible in the public space, since their gender is performed in 

a way that is not recognizable in the normative gender field of appearance (ibid p. 38). The 

violence against them takes place in a space between hypervisibility and invisibility, where it seems to 

be aggravated. Possible, the persecution and the othering of trans girls in migration, moves them 

into a place of derealization where they are “neither alive nor dead” (Butler, 2004, p. 33), yet in a 

spectrum somewhere in between.  

 

Furthermore, it was pointed out that even the places that are only for the queer community can 

also imply danger of persecution for LGBTQ people. One example mentioned by representatives 

(Andrés and Luna, 2020) from a Refugee NGO was when they organized an event for the 

LGBTQ refugee community. Even though the organization carried out a risk analysis before the 

event, they failed to consider that persecutors could be part of the invited groups. Afterwards it 

turned out that one of the participants was intimidating the partner of another participant, 

threatening her with revealing to her persecutors where she was.  

	  
7.1.2 Gender-Based Violence and Normalization of Violence  

	  
As pointed out above, criminal gangs often persecute LGBTQ people during the migration. The 

informants mentioned how the violence by the gangs is a reason why people in general migrate 

from Central America. Nevertheless, the violence from the criminal gangs against the LGBTQ 

community was described as a targeted violence. Furthermore, the informants described how this 

violence against LGBTQ people also is perpetuated by their families and their communities and 

take different expression, sexual, psychological and physical. A Guatemalan university scholar 

working with migration describes that,  

 

It is in the intersection when the two forms of violence interconnects: the 

physical and the psychological that it expulses LGBTQ people from their 

communities and they decide to migrate (Luz, 2020). 
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The violence was also described in the interviews as something that becomes normalized and 

even understood by queer persons as something that will always be present in their lives, to a 

lesser or greater extent. In shelters where other migrants are violent towards LGBTQ people, it is 

not even necessarily understood as violence. Daniel, who works at a religious shelter in a Mexican 

border city remembers that,  

 

One trans girl who stayed here was exposed to harassment by the other 

migrants, but she said “oh this is nothing compared to what I’m used to 

from home. Here, I feel comfortable” that hurts a bit, don’t it? It shouldn’t 

be like that (Daniel, 2020).  

 

In other words, even though the trans girl mentioned by Daniel, was exposed to harassment, it 

seems as if she perceived the shelter as a place with conditions for a livable life. Perhaps the 

violence she was used to from home, was the violence in the name of  “a normative notion of 

what the body of a human must be” (Butler, 2004, p. 33) and the harassment at the shelter was 

perceived as less harmful. The violence queer people are exposed to does not seem to decrease 

after crossing the border to Mexico. Mariana, who works in a Jesuit organization for migrants 

assumes that,  

 

I believe that more than 50 % of the trans girls from Honduras that we 

have worked with have been attacked again in Mexico. When they enter at 

the Southern Border, they stay there for some time to get their documents 

in order. Many of them have needed to be transferred to Mexico City, since 

they were violented physically or emotionally again at the Southern border; 

by authorities, gang members or other migrants (Mariana, 2020).  

 

There are different explications to why violence is exercised near the border, yet these will not be 

developed here. Hence, the violence can perhaps be related to the collective imaginaries of 

belonging related to borders (Yuval-Davis & Stoetzler, 2002) where perpetrating violence against 

those who do not “belong” becomes a way to strengthen their exclusion. Persons that are read as 

feminine, for instance trans and cis women and effeminate gay men were described as more likely 

to be exposed to sexual violence by the other (cis male) migrants staying at the same shelter or 

walking within the same caravan, 
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The LGBTQ people either get taken in by the others in the Caravan, or 

suffer from violence within the Caravan. There was a case where an 

effeminate gay guy was forced to give oral sex to the other men in the 

Caravan for them to protect him. These machos were like, “if you want us to 

protect you, then you should attend us [sexually]”. The same thing did not 

happen to his boyfriend who was less visible as gay (Mateo, 2020).  

 

Yet, the above-mentioned situation of forced oral sex as a way to get protection was explained by 

informants as something systematical and performed by different actors. Representatives from 

LGBTQ organizations explained how police-patrols frequently pick up trans women who work 

on the street, drive them around for a while and then let them “choose” between spending a 

night in jail or giving oral sex to the police officers. Sasha, a Guatemalan scholar working at a 

University in the US relates this violence to the Latin American construction of masculinity,  

 

The Latin American concept of masculinity is defined by what it is not; 

which is femininity and homosexuality. Therefore, destroying and 

damaging femininity through sexual violence is a way to become more 

masculine (Sasha, 2020).  

 

A person working at a LGBTQ organization explained how they support migrants’ victims of 

violence and takes their cases to court. He remembers a situation when a gay guy was attacked by 

gang-members on the street. The attack was described as both homophobic and racist,  

 
It was a compañero migrante who just walked down the street, you know with 

his little bag and was attacked by a group of pandilleros. It was both because 

of his sexual orientation and his condition as a migrant. He started to flirt 

with a guy on the street and they made click but then the others came, and 

they took him away to another place were all four of them started to beat 

him up (Emilio, 2020).  

 

This brings us back to how vulnerability and precarity is constructed in quotidian situations 

(Butler, 2015, p. 51), as when inhabiting the public space and once again highlights the question – 

who can freely exercise the right of mobility? Furthermore, the informants mentioned that when 

the violence against queer people in the caravan increase, it happens that LGBTQ people decide 

to leave the caravan and create their own caravan as a way of protection. This changes the 

concept of vulnerability as something that would imply passivity and can be linked to Butler’s 
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idea on how precarity and vulnerability can turn into resistance and become ground for political 

action (Butler, 2015, pp. 140-143). Creating a proper queer caravan can, apart from being 

explained as a security measure, be understood as political activism and a way to form a platform 

from which the LGBTQ migrants can be heard. 

 

Lo, who works at a LGBTQ shelter in a Mexican border city remembered how a large group of 

migrant trans girls arrived at the city some days before the massive caravan of migrants at the end 

of 2018 (Lo, 2020). Then, the informant described how arriving as a group gave them more 

visibility and therefore, they had more power to put pressure on the authorities in the city to 

access different services. The earlier mentioned hypervisibility, especially of trans women, that often 

leads to an increased exposure to violence, here turns into a situation where vulnerability (Butler, 

2004) becomes resistance and walking, as a group becomes a tool for political action and a way to 

demand conditions for a livable life. Further, it shows how vulnerability, agency and mortality 

(Butler, 2004, p. 26) is embodied at the same time; the vulnerability inherent in the situation, the 

agency to go together as a group of people exposed to precariousness, in order to demand 

services needed for survival.  

 

7.1.3 Invisibility of Queers  
	  
We don’t ask if they [the migrants] identify as LGBTQ or not, because it is 

not in our interest to register that kind of information. We had that 

question before, but it became too uncomfortable both for the persons 

asking the question and the ones who were asked (Veronica, 2020).  

 
The above-mentioned quote is from a person working at a Jesuit network for migrants that support 

shelters all over Mexico. Stating that they are not interested in registering people’s sexual or gender 

identity is probably not ill-intended, thus it points out an important theme that was mentioned in several 

of the interviews: the lack of information about the LGBTQ people and the difficulties to register their 

experiences. Parting from Butler’s understanding of vulnerabilities: they have to be recognized so the 

meaning and implications of the vulnerabilities can be changed (Butler, 2004, p. 43). Then, not identifying 

LGBTQ people nor their specific exposure to vulnerabilities makes it difficult to create an understanding 

on how to transform the vulnerability itself.   

 

In the interviews, it was pointed out that the lack of information about LGBTQ migrants and 

their experiences is an obstacle in order to create systems of protection for this community. One 

solution adopted by the earlier mentioned Refugee NGO was to change the indicators for their 



36	  
	  

program and modify the system of registration. The organization developed a specific roadmap 

for the LGBTQ migrants. According to the representatives of the NGO, changing the indicators 

allowed them to register and hear histories of discrimination that earlier had been left out and not 

listened to. Asking the right question made it possible to get an insight of the complexity of the 

discrimination the queer community is exposed to. The director of the NGO recalls,  

 

In 2016, we started to listen to these stories, and we created specific 

support groups for the LGBTQ community (Andrés, 2020).   

 

In other words, when creating an awareness of the exposure to vulnerabilities of the community, 

the strategy of the NGO was to create a specific space where the LGBTQ migrants could work 

through their traumas. Through the act of listening to these persons stories, one could argue that 

the LGBTQ people moved from being perceived as ungrievable lives, to lives that “qualifies for 

recognition” (Butler, 2004, p. 34). A person from a LGBTQ organization underlined the 

importance of creating specific attention protocols for the queer community, which also can be 

understood as a 1) recognition of the persons and their specific needs 2) a re-formulization of the 

vulnerability that allows for new strategies on how to support the community.  

 

The informants also saw the fact that neither the Migration Institute nor the Health Services 

count with information about the number of LGBTQ migrants, as an issue. Paola, who works at 

a LGBTQ organization, concludes that,  

 
In general, we don’t know how many we are in Mexico and we don’t know 

how many of the migrants define as LGBTQ, which does not allow us to 

respond adequately and proportionally to their needs (Paola, 2020).  

 

Besides, the one’s working directly with the LGBTQ migrant community explained the difficulty 

in identifying the queer persons and developing questions that would make it possible for the 

person to name her/his/their sexual and/or gender identity. Even though the shelter or 

organization asked questions as “do you identify as part of the LGBTQ community?” it did not 

seem to be a functional way to make the person visible. Instead, it seems to be a longer process 

to make people feel that they can openly talk about how they identify,  
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Often, [LGBTQ] people open up about their identity after a while, when 

they have participated in some activities with us and gain confidence with 

you (Luna, 2020).   

 

Veronica, who works with religious shelters, through a Jesuit network said that according to staff 

at shelters, it was common that a person presented themselves with one (male) name when 

arriving to the shelter but after some time re-introduced themselves with a new (female) name 

(Veronica, 2020). Still, the informant explained that when people reintroduce themselves, the 

staff at the shelter does not change the register yet maintain the first mentioned name and gender 

of the person. Thus, there is no recognition of the person. The use of the “legal name” instead of 

the “social name” of trans persons was mentioned as a form of violence performed by different 

institutions. This can also be understood as a practice, that once again derealizes (Butler, 2004, p. 

33) trans people. By not using their social names, they once again become the “unreal” and 

ungrievable. If the loss of their lives were already to be understood as the loss of an ungrievable 

life, even less so would the loss of their names and identities be considered a loss in the hierarchy 

of grief.  

 

It was also described by informants that discrimination against trans people occur already in the 

moment of registering them at a shelter or in a service center, since the binary (registration) 

options may not reflect their identity, or a categorization that they do not identify with may be 

forced upon them. Yet again, their unreal-ness is constructed by the majority society where no 

language and options are available for the Others to exist. According to a Guatemalan scholar,  

 
They don’t register you as the person you are, maybe they put you [as a 

trans girl] in the room with men, and there starts the chain of invisible 

violence that the LGBTQ community is exposed to, and it never gets 

registered (Luz, 2020).  

 

It is possible to identify a general invisibility of LGBTQ people, materialized through the lack of 

register and information about the community. Processes of making someone invisible, as not 

using a persons’ real name, can also be understood as violence of derealization (Butler, 2004, p. 

33). Among the informants, there was a consensus that two specific groups seem to be 

completely erased from the map: cis lesbian women and trans men. In the following section I will 

elaborate more on the invisibility of lesbians and how it can be understood as part of the 

gendered boundaries.  
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7.1.4 Where are the Lesbians?  
 

All the organization and shelters interviewed expressed that they receive mainly gay cis men or 

trans women and explained that it is very unusual that they attend lesbian cis girls or trans men. 

In the interviews, trans men were barely mentioned wherefor I will focus on lesbians in this 

chapter, thus underlining the importance of further research on the lives of trans men in 

migration. It was suggested that the absence of lesbians can be understood by their fear of sexual 

violence. Because of the increased exposure to (sexual) violence, lesbians may hide their identity 

and use different strategies to become less visible and not seen as lesbians. As a result, it could be 

less likely that they reach out to a LGBTQ organization or specific LGBTQ shelters as it could 

create a risk of getting identified as a queer person. Lo, working as a volunteer at a LGBTQ 

shelter in a Mexican border city mentions that, 

 

Only around 5 % of the women who’ve stayed here have been cis, like very 

few. The cis lesbian girls have suffered a lot of discrimination as lesbians 

during the migration, but they’ve also been exposed to normal sexism that 

is not related to their sexuality. I guess it all depends on how much you can 

blend in, the trans girls are much more visible (Lo, 2020).  

 

In other words, to “blend in” among the majority group is by the informant understood as the 

capacity to become invisible and avoid discrimination. Another person from a LGBTQ 

organization reflects on how not being open with one’s sexual- or/and gender identity and 

“being in the closet” can be used as a survival strategy,  

 

Sometimes the “closet” is the best way if we want to stay alive and 

protected. […] it’s the same thing with the [lesbian] girls; your safety 

depends on how visible you are. The less visible, the safer you are as a 

LGBTQ person (Mateo 2020).   

 

Further, Mateo argued that since the closet offers protection it is important not to force LGBTQ 

migrants to come out of the closet since this might lead to violence or expulsion by other 

migrants. So, the invisibility is explained as something that, at least temporally, decreases the 

exposure to violence. Nevertheless, being invisible (or when invisibility is forced upon one in 

order to survive) can be understood as being in a situation where one cannot be recognized. 



39	  
	  

According to Butler the lack of recognition itself implies severe risks; “To be radically deprived 

of recognition threatens the very possibility of existing and persisting” (Butler, 2015, p. 44). 

 

The representatives from LGBTQ organizations explained that it is common that lesbians travel 

in pairs, together with their partner with the hope of finding a place where they can live together 

openly as a couple; the search of possibilities for a livable life. An example made of how lesbians 

decrease their visibility is to pretend they’re sisters, cousins or friends searching for their 

husbands in the US. According to Butler, gender is always negotiated with power (Butler, 2015, 

p. 32) and the making of the invisibility through invented family ties and the denial of the 

partnership can be understood as the result of one such negotiation. In other words, changing 

how one is perceived in a gender field of appearance can be understood as a process of 

negotiating gender and sexuality. When lesbians pretend to be sisters, cousins or friends longing 

for their missing husbands, they perform and construct the image of a heterosexual, 

reproductive, married women which possible decrease their vulnerability. This process could be 

described by what Luibhéid calls “straightening up” (Luibhéid, 2002, p. 83) which is a way to play 

with the ideas that there is a difference between heterosexuality and homosexuality and perform 

heterosexuality. Mateo from a LGBTQ organization also remembers when,   

 
A lesbian couple reached out to us to get psychological help. They couldn’t 

live together in their country, so they decided to migrate.  They told us that 

“in front of everyone else we are cousins”. Luckily, they had one surname 

in common. They were afraid to get raped by the men on the train [la 

bestia] if people figured out that they were lesbians (Mateo, 2020).   

 

Perhaps, the decision of women to migrate together two-and-two, can also be a way to avoid 

being perceived as a threat. Luibhéid argues that women who migrate alone (that is, without male 

company) or is “unattached” tend to be perceived by receiving countries as a threat, based on the 

idea that their sexual behavior will lead to diseases, immorality crime or social disorder (Luibhéid, 

2014, p. 127). Perhaps, we can also understand the strategy to hide by looking at the experience 

of undocumented Mexican lesbians in the US. The gender studies scholar Paola Bacchetta 

explains that, 

 
”Many lesbians of color in the USA, especially Black, indigenous, 

undocumented Mexican, and Muslim Lesbian, live with racialized and 
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colonial stress that would have already decimated other populations” 

(Bacchetta, 2017, p. 154).  

 

The silence and invisibility of lesbians is not a new phenomena or a new strategy. Perhaps it is 

important to change the focus from the lesbians who remain silent or hide their identity to the 

structure and institutions that force them into this silence. The scholar Yolanda Leyva in 

Luibhéid (2002), argues that silence has played an important role for Latina lesbians, in order for 

them to avoid loosing the connection with their families and communities. The silence is of 

course limiting, but also provides protection for lesbians, according to Levya (Levya in Luibhéid, 

2020, p. 95). 

 

Denying a lesbian identity and present oneself as a heterosexual wife, searching for the husband 

in the US can be a strategy related to fear based on historical discrimination and exclusion of 

queer immigrant in the US, an exclusion that often starts at the borders (Luibhéid, 2002, p. 83). It 

could also be related to a desire to belong to the group of women that accords with the 

traditional narrative of female migration; women searching for reunification with the family 

(husbands) since inclusion in that collective could have protection and safety benefits and 

decrease the exposure to violence and discrimination. Relating to the boundaries or the limit lines 

of collectives, the process of “straightening up” can be understood as way for lesbians to move 

beyond the limits of their sexual identity, by temporally assuming another role and performing 

gender in a normative way. When Yuval-Davis and Stoetzler (2002) states that crossing borders 

can make it possible for women to leave traditional gender roles behind (p. 338), it seems as it 

can also work the other way around, when it becomes necessary to assume a traditional gender 

role to be able to pass the border. 

 

7.1.5 Spiritual and Psychological Support and the lack of access to Health 
Services 

	  
One recurrent theme mentioned in the interviews was the difficulty for LGBTQ migrant to 

access health services. It was explained as related, both to the “condition” as a migrant but also 

to the identity as a queer person. A common situation described is how LGBTQ people are 

denied access to health care, even when visiting specific health centers for migrants. The 

discrimination can be subtle; for instance, leaving someone to wait for an extremely long amount 

of time or asking them to come back another day every time they show up. An informant from a 

religious organization mentioned that they accompany persons who have been denied access to 
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health services “to show that they are not alone” (Veronica, 2020) or to assist in denouncing the 

situation.   

 

Some of the health concerns for LGBTQ people that were mentioned by the informants were: 

complications to continue with an initiated hormone processes during the travel, malnutrition or 

to run out of HIV medicine during the travel. Being diagnosed with HIV also seem to be a factor 

that forces people to leave their home countries, because of the exclusion from the society,  

 

There was a gay couple from Guatemala who came here to apply for 

asylum. In their village in Guatemala, they had a hair-salon and it went very 

well for them and they were accepted in their village. When they both were 

diagnosed with HIV their “friends” made sure to let everyone in the village 

know and then they immediately started to receive death threats. People 

even left notes under the door to the salon, threatening them. Finally, they 

had no other option than leaving Guatemala (Alicia, 2020).  

 

Alicia, who works for an HIV-organization in a Mexican border city, explained that many 

persons contact them when they have already developed AIDS. She explained that sometimes 

people diagnosed with HIV suffer an internal process of denial, which makes them wait a long 

time before searching for health care and when they search for help, they have already developed 

AIDS. Furthermore, informants claimed that there is an urgent need to improve the mental 

health and wellbeing of the queer community. The lack of access to mental health in the 

countries of origin was also described as a reason for LGBTQ people to migrate in the first place,  

 

If there are no mental health services, and the ones who exist are 

homophobic, where do the community go to heal themselves? Maybe it’s 

something else, like a discotheque, a spa, the mountains, a grandmother or 

migrating with the hope of finding a place where the homophobia is not 

that generalized? Well I don’t know, but I want to find out (Sasha, 2020).  
 

The informants working in organizations that provide psychological support for LGBTQ 

migrants, explained how the majority suffers from post-traumatic stress symptoms, depression, 

anxiety and feelings of loneliness, abandonment and insecurity. Thus, several informants 

explained that people showed resistance to receive psychological support or “say things like ‘I 

need the support, but I don’t want anyone else to know because they will think that I’m crazy’” 
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(Emilio, 2020). The scholar Sasha argues against the idea that the resistance would be based on 

stigma,  

 

In Guatemala, it is not about stigma, it is a fear of the reality, a fear 

grounded in the torture that awaits you if you are diagnosed. Instead of 

protecting you, they [the psychiatric system] justify your discrimination and 

how you have been violented. The psychiatric system cooperates actively in 

making gender-based violence invisible (Sasha, 2020).  

 

The religious shelter, the Jesuit migrant network and a LGBTQ organization working closely 

with the Catholic Church offer spiritual support for queer migrants. Informants described how 

queer people often were excluded from their religious communities in their countries of origin, 

wherefore they were surprised by the chance to receive spiritual support or the opportunity to 

participate in religious ceremonies (where they sometimes use symbols from the community, as 

the Pride Flag). One LGBTQ organization interviewed was initially formed within the Catholic 

Church, starting as a group for gay men who had been kicked out of their churches because of 

their identity. Today they are constituted as an independent association, yet still works closely 

with the Catholic Church and give LGBTQ migrants the possibility to receive spiritual support. 

The director of the organization shares testimonies from queer CA migrants,   

 

Many of them are surprised that we can worship together here. They say 

that “in my church when they found out about my identity, they said that it 

was bad, that I was going to hell and that if I did not change, I would have 

to leave the church”. Well, it’s important to remember that in Central 

America there are many Judeo-Christian churches that are more radical, or 

like, they don’t understand about the community… (Emilio, 2020).  

 

When looking at the health needs of the queer community; the core of vulnerability becomes 

visible. Butler parts from the idea that our dependency on each other is what creates the primary 

condition of vulnerability. The poor psychological health of the LGBTQ community is described 

as a result of several exclusions: from the family, from the church and from the community. 

Thus, perhaps when queer people are included in the church and receive spiritual support, 

boundaries are moved, and they are able to imagine a new collective and a sense of belonging 

that may allow them to come back to a faith that they have lost. Mariana, from the Jesuit 
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organizations remembers how the spirituality has helped queer people with opening up about 

their sexuality,   

 

I remember a gay guy who had never talked openly about his sexual 

orientation with his family, and he came from a very religious community. I 

said that he could speak to a priest, parting from the spiritually, openness, 

inclusion, love, and well of course he said yes and later he told us that he 

finally could talk to his family about his sexuality (Mariana, 2020). 

 

7.1.6 Is Labor Market Integration possible?  
 
During the migration through Mexico, migrants settle down for periods of time in communities 

to get a chance to recover and earn money to continue the travel, according to the informants. A 

couple of the shelters and organizations interviewed have specific integration programs where 

people obtain information on how to apply for jobs, the prerequisites and are introduced to 

companies that are hiring. Some of the difficulties on the labor market are related to the 

condition of being in migration and the first challenge is described as making the companies 

understand that migrants are human beings with the right to a just treatment and salary. In nearly 

all the interviews, the informants argued that the barriers and the exclusion of trans women at the 

labor market is extreme. In certain places, trans women are accepted as staff only if they change 

their gender expression, cut their hair, stop wearing makeup and only use pants instead of dresses 

or skirts, 

 

Some of the trans women we’ve supported have been offered jobs under 

the condition that they need to cut their hair, but they’ve sad “if I cut my 

hair, I take away a part of me and my identity”. Others have changed their 

gender expression, because of the need to earn money. We’ve tried to 

explain to the companies that she identifies as a girl because she IS a girl, 

and if her social name doesn’t correspond with her legal name, it is not her 

fault but a legal question that was not possible to change in her country 

(Emilio, 2020).  

 

Even in workplaces that accept LGBTQ people, it was explained how trans women are denied 

access to the bathrooms and confronts discrimination on a regular basis. The people working at 

LGBTQ organization explained that because of the exclusion from the labor market, trans 

women start to work in the sexual service. According to a person from a LGBTQ organization, 
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working with sexual service often implies further risks to become victim of gender-based 

violence or human trafficking. It was described how some of the Central American trans women 

enter the sexual labor market for the first time in Mexico whereas others have been working in 

the same market in their countries of origin, also because of the marginalization and exclusion of 

trans people. The exclusion from the labor market and the discrimination suffered once “within” 

the labor market make some of the structures that prevent LGBTQ people to fully use their 

agency visible. Yet, when trans girls change their hair and clothes to be able to work, possible it 

can be understood as a way of exercising agency and a way to temporally decrease the 

vulnerability so that they in a long-term perspective get closer to their dream of a livable life.  

 

7.1.7 Escaping to survive, not to live 
 

One instinct to survive is to escape. It’s not my personal situation but most 

of us experience violence in the family, in their homes and the most 

common idea for LGBTQ persons is to run away from home as soon as 

they can. First escape and then survive […] I believe that we [LGBTQ 

people] migrate more because of the violence than for economical reasons 

(Gabriel, 2020).  

 

The word “survive” was used frequently in the interviews when discussing the reasons of 

migration. For example, settling down in Mexico or applying for asylum in the US or Mexico 

were described as different means of survival. When discussing why trans women start with 

sexual labor, it was also described as a way of survival. As if people escaped not to live vivir, only 

to survive sobrevivir? This idea brings us back to Butler’s notion on livable life. How do we draw the 

line between what it is to survive and to live? And is it so that “(…) survival must always be more 

than survival in order to be livable?” (Butler, 2015, p. 131). Perhaps the demand for survival is 

the demand for a livable life (ibid p. 143). The ideas of surviving versus living also puts into 

question – what are the conditions needed for a livable life? Within the context of human rights, it 

is common to speak about people’s “basic needs”. Yet, a person from a LGBTQ organization 

questions the normative understanding of this concept,  

 

For us, all the things trans people have to go through to construct their 

identity are basic needs because we all have the right to our identity.  […] 

to crop these options of constructing ones’ identity is a super violent thing 

to do. This does not only have to do with access to health services, it also 
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has to do with like, accessories or, I don’t know, things trans people use in 

their day-to-day life (Alba, 2020).  

 

This amplifies the understanding of conditions for livable lives and includes the things or 

modifications we need to do to be able to express our identities fully. It also brings us back to the 

words; “A livable life can follow from a demand to live out the corporeal sense of gender, and so 

to escape from a restriction that does not allow that way of being to live freely in the world” 

(Butler, 2015, p. 40). 

 

Furthermore, the protection from situations of survival was mainly described in terms as 

acceding international protection through asylum, either in Mexico or in the US and several of 

the interviewed organizations mentioned how they support the asylum-processes in different 

ways. The scholar Luz described that normally, searching for international protection is not the 

first action taken when in need of protection,  

 

There are people that leave for Mexico, because when they searched some 

system of protection in the country [Guatemala], they did not find it so 

they left. It’s the preamble to forced migration that sometimes leads people 

to search for international protection. They want to live in peace, tranquilas 

(Luz, 2020).  

 

At the same time, the process of applying for asylum as an LGBTQ person, was by some 

informants described as a fundamental violent process, and Sasha describes how sexuality is used 

as a category that gives strength to the argument in an asylum-case, as a way to win over a system, 

that according to her, wants to deport the highest possible number of persons,  

 

The system is in itself so so violent, violentísimo and you are revictimized 

hundreds of times during the asylum process and you have to share the 

most horrible things you have been through to several persons. The 

lawyers must present the case in the worst possible way so that like, a 

Lawyer in Alabama will say “oh Guatemala is horrible, we cannot send a 

person back there”. But it’s such a subjective process, the judges are just 

regular humans and I feel that it’s like a performance of objectivity and we all 

just participate in this performance of objectivity (Sasha, 2020).   
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It was mentioned in the interviews that the asylum processes in the US are much slower now 

than before and that the chances are different for the LGBTQ community to obtain asylum 

depending on through which port of entry to the US they enter. For instance, the political 

context and the likelihood to obtain asylum in San Diego, US, border city to Tijuana, was 

described as different compared to crossing the border in Juárez to El Paso, Texas that is 

explained as more conservative. According to some informants, the LGBTQ asylum-seekers 

therefore prefer to wait for their process in Tijuana even though it takes more time, because they 

believe that is more likely to gain the case there.  

 

The informants from the refugee NGO mentioned that there is a specific quota of people from 

“vulnerable groups”, as LGBTQ people that are relocated with the support of UNHCR and 

given the possibility to apply for asylum in countries as Norway or Canada. At the same time, the 

informant shared a story of a trans woman from Central America who received asylum in a 

country in Scandinavia but later asked to return to her country of origins because she experienced 

that it was too hard for her to live there. Even though the person relocated to a country where 

the risks of being exposed to different sorts of violence are lower, the relocation may still have 

implied a precarisation. If we understand “failed social networks of support” as an important part 

of the condition precarity (Butler, 2015, p. 34), there is not necessarily a guarantee that a Central 

American trans girl relocated to countries as Norway or Canada will experience less vulnerability. 

Even though there is a geopolitical distribution of corporeal vulnerability (Butler, 2004, p. 29) it 

does not necessarily mean that vulnerabilized persons (bodies) that change geographical location 

automatically experience less exposure to vulnerability. Perhaps there is neither a clear line nor 

direct airplanes from vulnerability to invulnerability?  

 

In several interviews the apoyo entre pares, that is, support between equals was mentioned as a good 

strategy to support LGBTQ people. One person from a LGBTQ organization mentioned that 

the loss of a support network is especially hard for the queer community, especially since many 

of them have been excluded from their families and closest social networks. Losing these ties can 

be understood as losing the ties that constitutes us. Butler argues that mourning or griefing is not 

“private”, instead she argues that it can create political community “by bringing to the fore the 

relational ties that have implications for theorizing fundamental dependency” (Butler, 2004, p. 

22). Perhaps, the shared experience of loosing important attachment can turn into political action 

by the LGBTQ migrants? Furthermore, experiences of grief may be repeated during the travel: 

by loosing queer friends that are exposed to violence during the migration or by forcibly being 
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separated from the community that one identifies with; as a trans girl who is denied access to 

shelters for (cis?)women for instance.   

	  

7.2 Boundaries and Belonging; LGBTQ people and religious shelters in Mexico  
 

The primary risk in relation to access to shelter in Mexico for the LGBTQ community that the 

informants identified is to be denied access. When asked about the risks for the queer people 

within shelters, a first reaction was “well, if they even get into a shelter in the first place” (Paola, 

2020).  Several organizations mentioned that it is complicated to canalize LGBTQ people to 

shelters, and often they know on beforehand which ones will accept the community and not. The 

explanation to why a person is not welcome does not seem to be outspoken LGBTQ phobic, 

rather phrased in other words, referring to the lack of space or that the shelter is not “specialized 

at the LGBTQ community”. A person from a LGBTQ organization suggests that the very 

labeling of shelter as “LGBTQ” may be problematic,  

 
You know these shelter catalogues from IOM or UNHCR? They define 

spaces for men, women, LGBTQ people. It becomes like… like if being 

LGBTQ were superior to being a, man or women or person and then they 

[shelters] say like “ ah no this is only a space for men” or if we are 

canalizing a gay man “alright but you know, we don’t attend the LGBTQ 

community” (Paola, 2020).  
 

A person working with religious shelters mentioned that there are many “practical issues” in 

relation to LGBTQ migrants, 

 
For example, we don’t know where to put a person who identify as 

homosexual, with the men or with the women? It has been quite 

complicated... (Veronica, 2020).  

 

In all the interviews, the persons mentioned the religiousness as an important part of the identity 

of the shelters, yet not generalizing or stating that it always implied exclusion of the queer 

community. It seemed to exist certain ambivalence on how to address religious shelters, one 

informant tried to explain it like,  
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It’s this one thing…well it’s not generalized…but the majority of the 

shelters are religious and then it tends to exist barriers,  an ideological 

barrier NOT to work with the LGBTQ community, well not in all religious 

spaces of course, we have found religious shelters that are quite open and 

disposed to have LGBTQ people there, but it is also true that in other 

shelters, the ideologic barrier is like the principle reason for not attending 

or accepting them [LGBTQ migrants] (Alba, 2020).  

 

The person explains that there are ideological barriers not religious barriers, which may give us an 

idea that there are other factors than religion or faith itself that construct barrier. These barriers 

can be understood as boundaries (Yuval-Davis & Stoetzler, 2002) that create exclusion for 

LGBTQ people. At the same time, it is not clear what the ideological barrier refers to – is it 

perhaps cultural or conceptual boundaries? The above-mentioned strategy implemented by UN 

agencies, to categorize and conceptualize shelters may create new ideas on belonging and who 

should be able to access to a shelter and not. For instance, it seems as religious shelters for 

women are only for cis women and shelters for men are only for heterosexual cis men. Yet, this 

is not mentioned in the IOM catalogue but becomes a reality.  

 

Although there might exist ideological or conceptual boundaries that lead to exclusion of people 

that does not seem to belong within the imagined community, it was also mentioned in the 

interviews that many religious shelters have developed strategies for becoming including spaces 

for LGBTQ people. For instance, by having a Rainbow flag in the entrance or a sign in the 

reception that states that the shelter is an inclusive space with zero tolerance of discrimination. 

The scholar Luz, highlights the similarity between Christian values and human rights,  

 
The Christian messages about justice and everyone’s equal value are very 

similar to the human rights discourse and my personal experience is that 

these [religious shelters] spaces are welcoming to everyone (Luz, 2020).  

 

Though, perhaps the connection between the Christian and human rights language can even be 

problematic since the language itself might reproduce people as “vulnerable” and including them 

is considered “charity”. It may also be understood by staff at religious shelters as their moral 

obligation to attend everyone. Also, writing on signs that a space is inclusive does not 

automatically turn a place into a safe space even if it demonstrates the values and objectives of 

the place. It was described by the informants how some religious shelters formally denied access 
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to the LGBTQ people but started to accept queer people 1) after changing the leadership at the 

shelter or 2) after starting to receive donations from international organizations as IOM or 

UNHCR, that obligates the shelter to accept the LGBTQ community. Probably, the 

organizations also provide trainings with the staff to ensure that there is a real change in 

understanding and an improved guarantee of LGBTQ people’s rights.  

 

Furthermore, a strategy used by both religious and non-religious shelters is to create specific 

LGBTQ modules. One informant mentioned that the shelter where he worked did not have a 

separate module for LGBTQ people, but generally trans girls arrived to the shelter in groups of 

four or five and then they normally give them a small room with a couple of beds just for them 

(Daniel, 2020). Another person from a LGBTQ organization working with shelters was clear that 

there should be no division of queers and straight cis people,  

 
At the shelter there is no separation or something like that, they are all 

people searching for the same and they are here because of similar reasons, 

well they all deserve the same treatment (Emilio, 2020).  
 

Another strategy used by secular shelters to provide protection is to only accept LGBTQ people. 

Yet, the opinions about the specific LGBTQ shelters seem to vary a lot. The once who seemed 

the most skeptical towards LGBTQ shelters were people from LGBTQ organizations. The 

specialized shelters seemed to be perceived as something that create more separation and 

segregation, Nonetheless, the informants acknowledged that it may be necessary as a safety-

measure for the community yet should not be considered as a long-term solution. The word 

“Safety” was also used by the volunteer working at a LGBTQ shelter when describing the 

importance of having a specific shelter for the queer community,  

 
There is much more freedom to express yourself here, many people come 

out of the closet as trans for the first time when they are here. Maybe it is 

because it is the first time they meet so many other trans people and learn 

about hormones and so on… (Lo, 2020).  

 

It was recurrent in the interviews, to refer to the staff or las religiosas, nuns, at the religious shelters 

as very capacitadas, trained and well-prepared, explaining that they have participated in several 

trainings on human rights and both accept and protect the queer community. Rather, the other 

migrants were described as more likely to discriminate. But how can we understand this 
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acceptance? Is it only about allowing access to the physical space? Informants underlined that in 

many spaces the LGBTQ community is accepted, yet on different terms than cis hetero people. 

They may be allowed if they change their way of expressing gender or they may stay at the shelter 

yet suffer discrimination from staff and other migrants. Furthermore, the informants recurrent 

shared that trans women often are rejected in the religious shelters or accepted if they agree to 

change their gender expression; for instance, not wearing makeup and cutting their hair and 

“assume a role as male” (Lo, 2020). The experience of Lo, who lives at a border city, is that,    

 
The majority of the shelters here do not accept the LGBTQ community, or 

they force them to hide their identity, because of the religious connection 

(Lo, 2020).  

 

Another limiting factor described for trans women who work as sexual worker is the opening 

hours of the religious shelters. People working nightshifts (as the majority of sex worker do), 

were not allowed to come back to the shelter at night. To come around this issue, informants 

explained that migrant trans girls who works as sexual workers rely on the local social community 

of trans girls, where they help each other to rent apartments or stay together in other places that 

they have already identified as safe spaces. It was also explained how NGOs and organizations as 

UNHCR support with programs to allow people to stay at hotels or rent apartments.  

 

The safe spaces should be immediate and temporal, because if not, it 

demobilizes people and take away their capacity to act in accordance with 

what they consider to be best for their lives (Gabriel, 2020). 

 

The comment on the importance of a “temporal” safe space, takes us back to Butler’s argument 

on the different approaches to vulnerability, where one risk with a protection approach can be 

that NGOs install themselves as a power organization that become necessary for protection, 

always. The apoyo entre pares that was mentioned as a strategy by LGBTQ organizations (yet, 

registered as NGOs) and the different social networks through which LGBTQ people 

communicate and mobilize and find safe spaces to stay, which can be understood as another way 

to build (proper) protection. Possible, mobilizing through social networks allow people to use 

their own agency,   

 

Nonetheless, it seems as participating in trainings not necessarily change how the shelter is 

managed (see also Chapter 3.4), one person described how everyone had participated in trainings 
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on human rights and LGBTQ people rights, yet she stated that “it’s not like we participate in the 

training and feel like ‘oh now we know what to do’ [with the LGBTQ community]” (Veronica 

2020). The statement shows that it is sometimes the LGBTQ people themselves that are 

perceived as a problem that needs to be “handled” which make invisible the social and political 

construction of vulnerability.  

 

Another strategy explained to be used by both religious and non-religious shelters to guarantee 

the safety of the people in general, and the LGBTQ community in particularly is to integrate a 

zero-tolerance policy on discrimination based on gender identity or sexual orientation. In one 

shelter led by a priest, the person working there explained that the code of conduct is read out 

loud every day at 7 PM and everyone staying at the shelter are obligated to participate in the 

activity. Nonetheless, a person from a LGBTQ organization argued that a code of conducts is no 

guarantee per se,  

 

Even though many shelters have these kinds of codes of conducts, it’s no 

one there to make sure there is no discrimination. It’s nothing within the 

shelter that makes it visible that it’s a safe space where no discrimination is 

allowed (Alba, 2020).  

 
In contrast, other persons working with religious shelters argued that the code of conducts had 

created spaces without discrimination and that it made it possible to expulse people who were 

breaking the rules and behaved LGBTQ-phobic. A person from a religious shelter explained that 

they had system of strikes, for minor faults a person received a strike and if the person has three 

strikes, he or she got expulsed from the shelter. If there was a serious fault, the person was 

immediately expulsed. Some of the LGBTQ organizations interviewed mentioned that they had 

spaces that worked as shelters but just for a night or two, for the community  

 

Here we offer them a space to rest and eat without being discriminated or 

violented…it’s a safe space (Mateo, 2020).  

	  
 
The informants working with or within religious shelters discussed that LGBTQ people with 

former experiences of exclusion from religious communities probably preferred to hide their 

identity as LGBTQ out of fear from being excluded. They also mentioned that people seemed 

uncomfortable when asked about their sexual orientation. Likewise, an informant mentioned that 

when people were asked about their religion, they tended to reply “catolico, catolico, catolico”. 
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She reasoned that possibly the answer was also because they thought they had to prove their 

religiousness to be allowed to stay at a religious shelter. This can give us an idea on how collective 

imaginaries create common places where one can imagine the rules of inclusion and exclusion 

and adapt to these ideas (Yuval-Davis & Stoetzler, 2002, p. 331). The idea that belonging to a 

certain religion or sexuality is necessary to stay at a shelter, and the fear of not belonging to the 

correct group, probably affect how people present themselves. Another informant working with 

religious shelters mentioned that the staff did not deny access to LGBTQ people but sometimes 

expressed generalized ideas on how they are  

 

Sometimes the staff says like, that they already know that the trans girls 

from Honduras are more demanding and aggressive and they demand 

like… I don’t know, another sort of food or clothes. The shelters normally 

give clothes and I remember that it has been problematic, like they [trans 

girls] don’t want a T-shirt, they want a blouse, while any other women 

would just have taken the T-shirt (Veronica, 2020).  

 

Could this quote give us an insight in how people with a non-normative gender performativity 

are perceived? On the one hand, trans persons are accepted at shelters, on the other hand they 

are perceived as “demanding” when trying to construct a livable life and express their gender 

identity. This also relates to how we define basic needs and the right to identity, mentioned by 

Alba (2020) in the previous section. 

 

Perhaps religion shelters that are inclusive can play a role in creating a sense of belonging for 

LGBTQ people. For someone who has been excluded from their religious community, finding 

temporally peace at a religious shelter may also be “healing” or perceived as an act of inclusion 

from an institution that has earlier excluded them. Naming a shelter “LGBTQ” seems as an 

acceptation of the hegemonic construction of sexuality where LGBTQ people become the 

Others or different. When shelters deny access, stating that “we are not specialized at LGBTQ 

people”, it is also based on the assumption of a presumed inherent “difference” between cis 

hetero people and people from the queer community.  
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8. Discussion and Conclusion 
	  

Once again – Who is We?  

Adrienne Rich 19847 

 

It seems, as the search for spaces free from heteronormative violence and regimes does not end 

in Mexico. The vulnerability of Central American LGBTQ people is reproduced during the 

migration when members of the queer community are denied access to shelters, exposed to 

violence, become victims of persecution and not able to live or find the conditions for a livable 

life, yet only survive. If the lives of the queer community are perceived as ungrievable by the 

dominant society, the violence against them continues to be exercised in darkness and in the 

“unrealness” where it does not obligate anyone to take responsibility. This violence further shows 

the dangers of living gender and sexuality in ways that are not conforming to the norms of the 

dominant society.  

 

At the same time, resistance is created in the spaces of precarity and vulnerability and queer 

people organize; for instance, by mobilizing politically through walking together in LGBTQ 

migrant caravans and thus creating platforms to demand conditions needed for a livable life. 

Lesbians sometimes use the strategy of “straightening up” to avoid violence; that is, they use the 

idea that there is an inherent difference between heterosexuals and homosexuals and then 

“perform” in a heterosexual way to gain protection, even though cis heterosexual women as a 

group also are exposed to violence, yet not the same corrective violence as lesbians are exposed 

to. In the same way, trans girls may temporally change their way of performing gender to be less 

exposed to violence. This can be understood as ways in how queer people make the paradox of 

the normative understanding of gender expression and performativity visible yet uses (or 

manipulates?) this understanding for temporally protection and in order to be considered as 

grievable lives and thereby worthy of protection.  

 

Religious shelters use different strategies to make protection possible for queer migrants for 

instance by creating special LGBTQ modules or by making sure that the codes of conduct 

specify that there is a zero tolerance against discrimination in the shelter or by hanging a rainbow 

pride flag in the entrance. Yet, there are also religious shelters that deny queer migrants’ access or 

force them to change their way of expressing their gender or sexual identity to be allowed to stay. 

Perhaps we must question our understanding of vulnerability and protection, and see protection 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Adrienne Rich, “Notes Toward a Politics of Location” (1984) in The Essential Feminist Reader (2007) 
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as something that partly is created among equals rather than “given” by institutions? The above-

mentioned strategy of “straightening up” can perhaps be understood as ways to create a short-

time protection. Trans girls in the sex industry who gets excluded from shelters since they must 

go out at night to work, create their own networks and rent apartments together which may also 

be understood as a micro system of protection. Protection in a large scale might be possible 

through the creation of new social networks and new imaginations of belonging, where everyone 

can be included. Yet, I believe that it is necessary to continue to problematize the concept of 

protection; for instance, asylum is described as international protection, but the process to obtain 

asylum implies severe situations of revictimization and was described as extremely violent by the 

informants in this study.  

 

In the religious shelters, perhaps the limitations on who is allowed access or not is not a theme of 

religion or ideologies, rather on collective imaginations of who belongs and who does not. On 

the other hand, the LGBTQ shelters are constructed with the aim of being inclusive yet, was 

criticized by participants in this study as places that rather increase the exclusion of the queer 

community in society and affirms the idea of differences between cis heterosexuals and everyone 

outside of the hetero-cis-spectra. In other words, spaces that continues to create and reaffirm the 

Otherness of queer people. Furthermore, the LGBTQ shelters seem to be places mainly for cis 

gay men and trans women and not places that cis lesbians or trans men reaches out to, which also 

puts into question the inclusive character of these spaces and the boundaries built there. 

Nevertheless, it is important to once again underline that these specific shelters, as well as the 

LGBTQ modules were described as important (yet, temporally) safety measures for the queer 

community. 

 

In conclusion, this thesis has highlighted other reasons for migrating than the ones that are 

normally made visible when using the heteronormative lens and understanding of migration. 

Queer people leave Central America in search of conditions for a livable life, yet these conditions 

are still denied and the struggle and the exposure to vulnerability continue in Mexico. It is 

important to further study on the specific situation of the LGBTQ people in migration to 

prevent the derealization and dehumanization of this community that further increase conditions 

of vulnerability. When lives of queer people are not part of the hierarchy of grief, they are not seen 

as worthy of conditions for livable lives, and their needs become secondary, by dominant groups 

or even by humanitarian organizations that does not consider LGBTQ peoples’ needs as basic 

needs. In other words, basic needs become synonym with cis hetero peoples’ needs and shelters 
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for “men” or “women” are primarily understood as places that are not for the LGBTQ 

community. So, “Who is We?” is the question asked in the beginning of this section; and perhaps 

by understanding boundaries differently and create a more inclusive understanding of the We it 

becomes possible to create conditions for livable lives for everyone, so people can live and not 

only survive, and eliminate the hierarchy of grief and instead consider all lives as equally grievable 

and worthy of protection.  

  



56	  
	  

9. Bibliography 
	  
Amnesty, 2017. No Safe Place: Salvadorans, Guatemalans and Hondurans seeking Asylum in Mexico based 

on their sexual orientation and/or gender identity, London: Amnesty International LtD. 

	  
Anderson, B., 1991. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. Verso ed. 

London: s.n. 

 

Averbuch, M. & Semple, K., (2019, June 24). "La nueva Guardia Nacional Mexicana propaga 

miedo entre quienes migran", NY Times 

Available at: https://www.nytimes.com/es/2019/06/24/espanol/america-latina/guardia-

nacional-migrantes-mexico.html 

[Accessed 2 April 2020]. 

 

Bacchetta, P., 2017. Murderous Conditions and and LGT+ POC Decolonial, Anti-Capitalist and 

Anti-Misogyny Life Imaginings in France. Lambda Nordica, Volume 2-3. 

 

Barnes , R., (2020, March 11). "Supreme Court says Trump administration may continue ‘Remain 

in Mexico’ policy for asylum seekers", Washington Post 

Available at: https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/courts_law/supreme-court-trump-

remain-in-mexico/2020/03/11/7abd4b9c-62d7-11ea-acca-80c22bbee96f_story.html 

[Accessed 7 February 2020]. 

 

Brochetto, M., (2017, February 27). "La compleja realidad de ser gay en América Latina", CNN 

Español 

Available at: https://cnnespanol.cnn.com/2017/02/27/la-compleja-realidad-de-ser-gay-en-

america-latina/ 

[Accessed 9 April 2020]. 

 

Bryman, A., 2008. Social Research Methods. New York: Oxford University Press. 

 

Buffington, R. M., 2014. Introduction. In: R. M. Buffington, E. Luibhéid & D. J. Guy, eds. A 

Global History of Sexuality: The Modern Era. s.l.:WILEY Blackwell, pp. 1-17. 

 

Butler, J., 2004. Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Violence. London/New York: Verso. 



57	  
	  

 

Butler, J., 2015. Notes Toward a Performative Theory of Assembly. Cambridge, Massachusetts/London, 

England: Harvard University Press. 

 

Cantú, L., 2009. The Sexuality of Migration, Border Crossings and Mexican Immigrant men. New 

York/London: New York University Press. 

 

Careaga Pérez, G., 2019. Introducción. In: Sexualidad, Religión y Democracia en América Latina. 

Mexico: Fundación Arcoíris por el Respeto a la Diversidad Sexual A.C.. 

 

Careaga Pérez, G. A. & Batista Ordaz, X. E., 2017. Migracion LGTBI a Ciudad de México. El 

Cotidiano, Issue 202, pp. 105-113. 

 

CIDH/OEA, 2019. Avances y Desafíos hacia el reconocimiento de los derechos de las personas LGBTI en las 

Américas. s.l.:OAS. 

 

CIDH, 2015. Violencia contra personas LGBTI, s.l.: OAS. 

 

CIDH, 2018. Desplazamiento interno en el Triángulo Norte de Centroamérica, s.l.: OAS. 

 

COMAR/SEGOB., (2019, January 14). Boletín Estadístico de Solicitantes de Refugio en México 2018. 

Available at: https://www.gob.mx/cms/uploads/attachment/file/427549/COMAR2018.pdf 

[Accessed 4 May 2020]. 

 

Council, A. I., (2013, August 5). Immigration Benefits and Pitfalls for LGBT Families in a Post-DOMA 

World.  

Available at: https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/practice_advisory/immigration-

benefits-and-pitfalls-lgbt-families-post-doma-world 

[Accessed 11 May 2020]. 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
 



58	  
	  

Cuffe, S., (2020, February 11). "US policy puts migrants at risk of kidnapping, extortion: MSF", 

Al Jazeera  

Available at: https://www.aljazeera.com/amp/news/2020/02/policy-puts-migrants-risk-

kidnapping-extortion-msf-200211174904629.html 

[Accessed 16 February 2020]. 

 

EFE, (2020, January 20). "Migrantes homosexuales y trans piden ayuda a comunidad LGTB de 

México", El Universal  

Available at: https://www.eluniversal.com.mx/estados/migrantes-homosexuales-y-trans-piden-

ayuda-comunidad-lgbt 

[Accessed 16 February 2020]. 

 

Früchstück, S., 2014. Sexuality and the Nation-State. In: R. M. Buffington, E. Luibhéid & D. J. 

Guy, eds. A Global History of Sexuality. s.l.:WILEY Blackwell. 

 

Fry, W. & Hennessy-Fiske, M., (2019, November 3). "Vulnerable LGBTQ migrants left to wait in 

Mexico", The San Diego Union-Tribune 

Available at: https://www.sandiegouniontribune.com/news/border-baja-california/story/2019-

11-03/trump-administration-leaving-vulnerable-lgbt-migrants-to-wait-in-mexico 

[Accessed 7 March 2020]. 

 

Gutiérrez Albertos, V. H., 2017. La 72 como espacio intercultural de emanicipación y resistencia 

trans en la Frontera Sur de México. Península UNAM, July-December.pp. 69-94. 

 

HRW, 2019. Human Rights Watch.  

Available at: https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2020/country-chapters/guatemala 

[Accessed 17 February 2020]. 

 

HRW, 2019. Human Rights Watch.  

Available at: https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2020/country-chapters/honduras 

[Accessed 17 February 2020]. 

 



59	  
	  

IOM, 2019. International Migration Law - Glossary on Migration.  

Available at: https://www.iom.int/glossary-migration-2019 

[Accessed 4 April 2020]. 

 

IOM, 2020. Migration Data Portal.  

Available at: 

https://migrationdataportal.org/data?cm49=484&focus=profile&i=stock_abs_&t=2005 

[Accessed 2 February 2020]. 

	  
IOM, M., 2018. Directorio de Casas y Albergues para Personas Migrantes.  

Available at: 

https://www.mexico.iom.int/system/files/Publicaciones/Directorio%20de%20Casas%20y%20

Albergues%20para%20personas%20migrantes%20digital_0.pdf 

[Accessed 11 February 2020]. 

 

Jacobsen, K., (2018, November 1). "Los migrantes viajan en caravanas por una razon - 

seguridad", The Conversation 

Available at: https://theconversation.com/los-migrantes-viajan-en-caravanas-por-una-razon-

seguridad-105709 

[Accessed 3 May 2020]. 

 

Kvale, S. & Brinkmann, S., 2019. Den kvalitativa forskningsintervjun. Lund: Studentlitteratur. 

	  
Luibhéid, E., 2002. Entry denied: Controlling Sexuality at the Border. Minneapolis/London: University 

of Minnesota Press. 

 

Luibhéid, E., 2014. Sexuality and International Migration. In: R. M. Buffington, E. Luibhéid & D. 

J. Guy, eds. A Global Hisotry of Sexuality: The Modern Era. s.l.:Wiley Blackwell. 

 

Lynch, C., (2018, October 1) "Trump Administration to Deny Visas to Same-Sex Partners of 

Diplomats, U.N. Officials", FP Foreign Policy,  

Available at: https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/10/01/trump-administration-to-deny-visas-to-

same-sex-partners-of-diplomats-un-officials-gay-lgbt/ 

[Accessed 7 April 2020].	  

 



60	  
	  

Manalansan IV, M. F., 2006. Queer Intersections: Sexuality and Gender in Migration Studies. 

International Migration Review, 40(1), pp. 224-249. 

 

Mora, C., 2020. "Shoot Them!" The Trump Administration's Immigration Policy and its Effect 

on LGBTI Migrants and Asylum Seekers. Georgetown Immigration Law Journal, pp. 121-134. 

 

Navarro, Y., (2019, December 18). "Inauguran Casa Hogar para personas trans en la CDMX", 

SDP Noticias   

Available at: https://www.sdpnoticias.com/diversidad/casa-hogar-para-personas-trans-cdmx-

ubicacion-colonia-la-casilda.html 

[Accessed 19 February 2020]. 

 

NCTE, 2017. National Center for Transgender Equality. 

Available at: https://transequality.org/issues/resources/understanding-drag 

[Accessed 15 April 2020]. 

 

ORAM, 2013. Blind Alleys, The Unseen Struggles of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and Intersex 

Urban Refugees in Mexico, Uganda and South Africa, Part II Country Findings: Mexico, s.l.: Organization 

for Refuge, Asylum & Migration. 

 

Ramos, S., (2017, June 24). "Alianza Evangélica “reprueba” que el MP haya colocado bandera de 

la diversidad sexual", Publinews Guatemala 

Available at: https://www.publinews.gt/gt/noticias/2017/06/24/alianza-evangelica-reprueba-

mp-haya-colocado-bandera-la-diversidad-sexual.html 

[Accessed 19 February 2020]. 

	  
REDLAC, 2019. Panorama de violencia y protección en el norte de Centroamérica: El impacto de la violencia 

sobre la comunidad LGBTI en el Norte de Cenroamérica, s.l.: REDLAC. 

	  
Reyes, P. d. l. & Mulinari, D., 2018. Intersektionalitet: Kritiska reflektioner över (o)jämlikhetens landskap. 

Stockholm: Liber. 

	  
Rich, A., 1984 (2007). Notes Toward a Politics of Location. In: E. Freedman, ed. The Essential 

Feminist Reader. New York: Modern Library, pp. 367-385. 

	  



61	  
	  

Rojas, A. G., (2019, May 31). "Aranceles de Trump a México: ¿cuáles son los riesgos de una 

potencial guerra comercial entre México y Estados Unidos?", BBC  

Available at: https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-america-latina-48470050 

[Accessed 22 March 2020]. 

	  
Schlechter, K., 2018. Buscando hogar al margen de la Migración: Acceso a los albergues para la 

población LGBT en México. In: CNDH, ed. Diversidad Sexual, Discriminación y Violencia: Desafíos 

para los derechos humanos en México. Ciudad de México: Comisión Nacional de Derechos Humanos 

México, p. 119-133. 

	  
Sosa, E. & González Oliva, X., (2020, January 2). "La CIDH preocupada por violencia contra los 

LGTBI en El Salvador", El Diario De Hoy: El Periódico de El Salvador  

Available at: https://www.elsalvador.com/eldiariodehoy/la-cidh-preocupada-por-violencia-

contra-los-lgtbi-en-el-salvador/673709/2020/ 

[Accessed 9 April 2020]. 

	  
Taramundi, D. M. & Blanco Lo Coco, M. D., 2018 . Estudio sobre la situación de las personas LGTBI 

del norte de Centroamérica con necesidades de Protección Internacioanl en Guatemala y México, Madrid: 

AECID. 

	  
Taylor, Y. & Snowdon, R., 2016. Creating Citizens, Constructing Religion, Configuring Gender: 

Intersectional Sites, Scripts and Sticking Point. In: T. Reynolds, A. Rogers, F. Stella & Y. Taylor, 

eds. Sexuality, Citizenship and Belonging: Trans-National and Intersectional Perspectives. s.l.:Routledge. 

	  
Winton, A., 2018. La lucha por quedarse: Migrantes LGBT+ en el Sur de México. In: CNDH, ed. 

Diversidad Sexual, Discriminación y Violencia: Desafíos para los derechos humanos en México. Ciudad de 

México: Comisión Nacional de Derechos Humanos México, pp. 103-118. 

	  
Xin, P. & Loopmans, M., 2020. Intersectional Heterotopia: HIV and LGBTQ plus Movement in 

China. Tijdschrift voor economische en sociale geograife . 

	  
Yuval-Davis, N., Anthias, F. & Kofman, E., 2005. Secure borders and safe haven and the 

gendered politics of belonging: Beyond Social Cohesion. Ethnic and Racial Studies Vol. 28 No. 3, 

pp. 513-535. 

	  
Yuval-Davis, N. & Stoetzler, M., 2002. Imagined Boundaries and Borders: A Gendered Gaze. The 

European Journal of Women’s Studies, Volume 9 (3), p. 329–344. 



62	  
	  

	  
Goméz, N., (2020, May 13). "Casa Frida abre sus puertas a la comunidad LGBTTI como refugio 

temporal por Covid-19", SDP Noticias  

Available at: https://www.sdpnoticias.com/diversidad/casa-frida-refugio-temporal-comunidad-

lgbt-contingencia-covid-19.html  

[Accessed 20 May 2020]. 

 

9.1 Interviews  

	  
Interview with Alicia, HIV-organization, Southern border city, Mexico (20th April 2020) 

 

Interview with Luz, scholar at a Jesuit University, Guatemala (3rd April 2020)  

 

Interview with Daniel, religious shelter, Northern border city, Mexico (16th Abril 2020) 

 

Interview with Emilio, LGBTQ organization, Northern border city, Mexico (18th April 2020) 

 

Interview with Gabriel, Maya K’iché human rights activist, Guatemala, (22nd April 2020) 

 

Interview with Javier, UN organization, Mexico City (8th May 2020)   

 

Interview Luna and Andrés, Refugee organization, Mexico City (16th April 2020) 

 

Interview with Lo, LGBTQ shelter, Northern border city, Mexico (24th April 2020) 

 

Interview with Mariana, national Jesuit migrant network, Mexico City (17th April 2020) 

 

Interview with Mateo, LGBTQ organization, City in the center west of Mexico (26th April 2020) 

 

Interview with Paola and Alba, LGBTQ organization, Mexico City (14th April 2020)  

 

Interview with Sasha, PhD, US University, USA (22nd April 2020) 

 

Interview with Verónica, national Jesuit migrant network, Mexico City (16th April 2020) 

  



63	  
	  

Appendix A  

 

Interview guide 

 

1) Could you please start with introducing yourself?  

2) How do you/your organization work with LGTBQ people in a situation of human 

mobility? 

3) Why do you think LGBTQ people decide to migrate to Mexico/USA?   

4) What are their expectations on arriving to Mexico?  

5) What do you think are the risks that LGBTQ migrants confront both during the travel 

and when arriving to shelters?  

6) Do your organization provide/participate in trainings on LGBTQ people and migrants’ 

rights?  

7) Where do you think LGBTQ migrants feel safe?  

8) Do you think there is a difference in how religious and non-religious shelters support 

LGBTQ migrants?  

9) Reception: how to identify the specific needs of the LGBTQ community when they 

arrive to the shelter without exposing them? How to create “friendly” reception-

processes? 

10) Shelters: how are the different rooms divided? Is there a specific LGBTQ module?  

 
 

 

 

 

 


