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A B S T R A C T

How do perceptions of the state shape social movements’ strategies? Drawing on 16
months of participant observation and 70 interviews with activists in Arizona, this article il-
lustrates how the politics of immigration plays out at the grassroots level as a struggle be-
tween expanding and restricting the state. Pro-immigrant activists in this study contended
that the problem of undocumented migration resulted from the state’s unchecked coercive
power. Experiencing this strong-state effect, pro-immigrant activists’ tactics focused on lim-
iting the state’s reach and reinforcing society’s capacity to resist the state. Meanwhile, immi-
gration restrictionist activists attributed the problem of undocumented immigration to the
state’s feebleness as a policing entity. In response to this weak-state effect, restrictionist tac-
tics tried to expand the state’s scope and build society’s ability to aid the state. The article
concludes by discussing how the strong/weak-state effect framework helps illuminate the
field of social relations in which an activist group is embedded and provides an avenue for
exploring the relationship between state practices and social movements.

K E Y W O R D S : state; state effect; immigration politics; social movement; border.

Renee1 often fantasized about getting into her truck and crashing it right into the U.S.-Mexico border
fence. She told me about this fantasy as we were driving to a border town in Arizona. We were going
to attend a vigil that had been organized by the family of a Latino teenager who had been shot in the
back by a U.S. Border Patrol agent. The young man had been an American citizen. He was shot while
fleeing across the border into Mexico, reportedly transporting drugs. He died soon afterwards. The
man’s family created a memorial at the border fence where he had been shot. The Border Patrol
ordered the family to remove the memorial because it was obstructing the agents’ view of the other
side. For Renee, the fact that the agency could kill someone with no fear of the consequences was in-
dicative of how strong and punitive the state had become.

Meanwhile, Dale had a completely different assessment of state strength. Forty miles west of
where the vigil was held, Dale told me about how, as a kid, he used to think that a border meant a
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tall, sturdy wall guarded by armed government agents. Growing up, he had seen images of the Berlin
Wall before it fell and he imagined that this kind of fortification existed at the U.S.-Mexico border. “I
mean, it’s supposed to be a secure border, right?”2 When he first visited a ranch on the border, Dale
was surprised to see that there were only a few vehicles placed as barriers and that he could cross
into Mexico and walk right back into the United States without the Border Patrol even showing up.
The flimsiness of the border, Dale concluded, was a symptom of a weak state.

How to conceptualize political power and whether or not there is a “state” separate from and
above society has been the subject of much debate among scholars (Abrams 1988; Evans,
Rueschemeyer, and Skocpol 1985; Mitchell 1991). Studies that examine how social movements per-
ceive the state’s strength in relation to society, however, are far more limited. This article adds to this
scholarship by showing that we cannot adequately theorize social movements’ goals and strategies
without examining activists’ understandings of state strength.

This study finds that Renee and Dale’s divergent experiences of the U.S.-Mexico boundary capture
the disparate ways that pro-immigrant activists and immigration restrictionist activists make sense of
the state and its relation to society. Pro-immigrant activists like Renee contend that the problem of
undocumented migration has resulted from the powerful coercive control of the state. In response to
what I call a strong-state effect, pro-immigrant activists in this study strategized how to weaken the
state while also building up society’s capacity to resist the state’s power. By contrast, restrictionists
like Dale attribute the problem of undocumented immigration to the state’s feeble physical control.
In response to this weak-state effect, restrictionist activists have tried to extend the state’s reach while
also building up the ability to aid the state. Thus, this article illustrates how the politics of immigra-
tion, at the grassroots level, was a struggle between restricting and expanding the state as a repressive
force.

F R O M S T A T E - C E N T E R E D T H E O R I E S T O S T R O N G - S T A T E
A N D W E A K - S T A T E E F F E C T S

In the 1980s, political sociologists urged scholars to “bring the state back in[to]” the study of politics.
Peter Evans, Dietrich Rueschemeyer, and Theda Skocpol (1985) were responding to the tendency,
among neo-Marxists and pluralists alike, to neglect the study of state institutions in analyses of power.
Evans and colleagues argued that the state, as an organization, often pursued projects that did not re-
flect the interests of any one social group. The state had to be analyzed as an actor that was relatively
autonomous from society. The study of social phenomena required a focus on the actions of the state
and its relationship with different parts of society.

The conceptualization of the state as a bounded entity separate from and above society came
under fire, however (Abrams 1988; Trouillot 2001; Mitchell 2006). The apparent unification of polit-
ical power in an entity called ‘the state,’ Philip Abrams argued, was nothing more than a chimera that
helped legitimate the illegitimate. Similarly, Timothy Mitchell (2006) argued that the apparent
boundary between state and society was an illusion. The organization of space and the distribution of
bodies created the “state effect” or the appearance of the state as a structure-like thing. Scholars of
politics needed to “examine [the state] not as an actual structure, but as a powerful, apparently meta-
physical effect of practices that make such structures appear to exist” (p. 90). In other words, the
study of politics examined how the “appearance of order” was produced (Mitchell 1988:14).

To what extent do government institutions successfully create an appearance of order? State-effect
theorists left this question unexplored. However, a growing scholarship has considered how social
groups perceive the state (Auyero 2012; Brissette 2015; Gupta 1995; Yang 2005). For instance,
Emily Brissette (2015) discussed how movement participants’ “implicit cultural assumptions about
the state” (p. 4) shape political subjectivities and determine how terrains of struggle emerge.

2 Single quotation marks indicate approximate utterances that were recorded into my field notes while double quotation marks in-
dicate direct quotes that have been audio recorded.
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Similarly, the current study considers how activists’ understandings of the state inform the tactics that
movements use. In doing so, this article makes three contributions.

First, this study empirically illustrates that the state, as an effect of ideology, is not always success-
ful. In fact, the very place that scholars have predicted the state effect to be the strongest—a nation’s
border—is exactly where this effect is only sometimes experienced. Mitchell (1991) posited that “the
mundane arrangements” of border policing “help[ed] manufacture an almost transcendental entity,
the nation state. This entity seems much more than the sum of the everyday activities that constitute
it, appearing as a structure containing and giving order and meaning to people’s lives” (p. 94). Others
have also argued that the border is a place where the state communicates its sovereignty (Brown
2010). The state’s intended self-presentation is not the same as its effect, however. As I show, groups
can have disparate assessments of state power, even at the border.

Second, to theorize this variation in perceptions of state power, I rely on two concepts: the
strong-state effect and the weak-state effect. A group experiencing the strong-state effect sees the state
as a powerful, predatory, and well-coordinated structure, while the weak-state effect produces the per-
ception of the state as feeble, inept, and internally incoherent. In this study, the pro-immigrant move-
ment subscribed to the idea of a strong state, while the restrictionist countermovement experienced
the weak-state effect.

How has it come about that pro-immigrant and restrictionist activists read the state in such diver-
gent ways? Two ambiguities of immigration enforcement lend themselves to different understandings
of the state. One ambiguity has to do with how border enforcement has expanded. Despite the unpre-
cedented buildup of the U.S.-Mexico border since the 1990s (Miller 2014), undocumented immigra-
tion, via this border, has persisted (Cornelius 2005; Nevins 2007). Or put differently, the border has
simultaneously become more fortified and more porous. There is also a second ambiguity in how immi-
gration policing has developed. Although the federal government has maintained that only it has the
power to enact immigration policy, day-to-day immigration enforcement has increasingly required
the involvement of local actors, like the police (Coleman 2012). That is, immigration enforcement has
become simultaneously a federal prerogative and a local affair. That there is a large undocumented popu-
lation despite border buildup, and localized enforcement despite federal preemption, are paradoxes
that can lead to opposite assessments of state power.

To pro-immigrant activists, these developments have indicated state strength. It was precisely the
state’s coerciveness that first instigated migration, then illegalized it, and eventually made cyclical mi-
gration so dangerous that a large undocumented population came to form in the United States. By
contrast, restrictionist activists believe that the feebleness of the state as a policing body was what
allowed the number of undocumented people in the United States to reach its present proportions.
Similarly, activists perceive the devolution of immigration enforcement in opposing ways. According
to pro-immigrant activists, this localization has revealed a dominant state that is spreading its punitive
logic across all spheres of life. However, to restrictionists, this very same devolution suggests that the
state needed local help because it was too weak to enforce immigration laws on its own. Thus, these
ambiguities in the way that enforcement has developed have created a context in which groups can
experience either the strong-state effect or the weak-state effect in relation to the border. It should be
noted that conceptions of state strength may vary across issue domains. That is, this particular config-
uration of strong- and weak-state effects may be specific to struggles around immigration (but may
not transfer to the politics of welfare, for instance). In any case, this study shows that despite being
situated in similar regions near the border, the two sides had opposite assessments of state power.

This study also makes a third contribution. The emphasis on activists’ perceptions about the state
contributes to our understanding of social movements’ tactical repertoires. Scholars have discussed
how a movement’s target—be it the state (Smith 2001) or other institutions (Walker, Martin, and
McCarthy 2008)—shapes the tactics that movements deploy. However, social movement scholars
have generally focused on what these target institutions are, rather than how they are seen. This study
illustrates how a movement’s beliefs about the state inform its strategies. I employ ideal types to
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theorize the link between variations in the state effect and variations in each movement’s strategy.
Given the strong-state effect, pro-immigrant activists have tried to reduce the state’s power over soci-
ety. Toward this end, these activists work, first, to confine the reach of the state, and second, to ex-
pand society’s capacity to struggle against the state. Meanwhile, immigration restrictionists,
experiencing the weak-state effect, strive to make the state into a decisive, coordinated, and strong
actor. Restrictionist tactics have thus been geared towards either expanding the state’s reach or build-
ing society’s capacity to aid the state. As ideal types, these distinctions in movement strategies do not
capture every single endeavor in which a given group has engaged. Nonetheless, the typological dis-
tinction between efforts to reduce or expand the state’s policing power describes a critical aspect of
how this struggle has unfolded.

M E T H O D O L O G Y A N D C A S E S T U D I E S
This article primarily draws on 16 months of participant observation, from February 2011 to June
2012, in Central and Southern Arizona. During this period, I participated in meetings, protests, con-
ferences, and other events organized and attended by the members of restrictionist and pro-
immigrant groups.3 The data for this study is also supplemented by 70 semistructured interviews.
Thirty of these interviews were with restrictionist activists and 40 with pro-immigrant activists. I also
draw on content analysis of materials produced by the groups in this study, including websites, re-
ports, short films, and organizational ephemera.

Using interviewee sampling and ethnographic observation as guideposts, I found a marked demo-
graphic difference between the two sides. The majority of restrictionist activists were white men and
the median age was 63 years. Pro-immigrant activists were an equal mix of men and women, as well
as a roughly equal mix of white and non-white members. Interviews with pro-immigrant respondents
revealed a median age of 40 years.4 Pro-immigrant organizations consisted of young adults in their
20s and 30s, on the one hand, and those nearing retirement age, on the other. All but two of the
interview respondents were U.S. citizens at the time of research.

This article focuses on five organizations. Two of these organizations, the Humanitarians and the
Advocates, were pro-immigrant: they sought to reduce the deportability of groups living in the
United States, primarily by weakening the state. The Humanitarians, a nonprofit organization of ap-
proximately 40 core members, had been founded to put out aid supplies on migrant trails in
Arizona’s Sonoran Desert. Over time, the organization expanded its activities to document the
Border Patrol’s practices and to wage anti-deportation campaigns. The Advocates was also a non-
profit organization, albeit smaller in size, with 15 members. The Advocates conducted know-your-
rights trainings and created community networks in neighborhoods with undocumented residents.
This group also tried to prevent local institutions from participating in immigration control.

The three other organizations in this study—the Soldiers, the Engineers, and the Arpaiositos—
were part of the restrictionist movement. They wanted to increase the deportability of noncitizens
and certain nonwhite groups of U.S. citizens by strengthening the state. The Soldiers were a
Minutemen-like, nonprofit organization whose members spent most of their time patrolling a
55,000-acre ranch in Southern Arizona. As a core group of 20 people, with an additional 20 occa-
sional participants, the Soldiers conducted reconnaissance for the Border Patrol.

The Engineers also operated from a ranch in Southern Arizona. However, instead of helping the
Border Patrol directly, the Engineers used the ranch as a laboratory for developing border surveil-
lance methods that they hoped to contract out to the Department of Homeland Security (DHS).

3 An examination of the perspectives of state actors themselves is beyond the scope of this article. Such an inquiry would be a fruit-
ful area of future research.

4 The demographic differences between the two movements echo the findings of other studies (see Shapira 2013). While the raced
and gendered aspects of this politics are beyond the scope of this article, excellent scholarship has been produced about how race
(Hosang 2010) and gender (Romero 2011) are implicated in these struggles.
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The Engineers were a nonprofit organization composed of only six people, but they received financial
support from 150 members nationwide. Core members of the Engineers also formed a company,
which became the platform for interacting with potential business partners, competitors, and buyers
at border security conferences. Given that the leading members of the nonprofit and the company
were identical, and given their pursuit of the same goal, I count the Engineers as a single organization
for analytical purposes.

The Arpaiositos were based in Phoenix. As a nonprofit organization of 20 people, the Arpaiositos
spent most of their time publicly supporting a restrictionist local official, Sheriff Joe Arpaio, and the
Maricopa County Sheriff’s Office (MCSO).

As a young, dark-skinned woman of Turkish heritage and, at the time of fieldwork, a graduate stu-
dent from UC Berkeley, I stood out among restrictionist respondents. Despite this outsider status,
my access was facilitated by masculine protectionism.5 As this article shows, restrictionists saw the
state as failing to uphold its moral obligation to protect its citizenry and, in response to this weak-
state effect, these activists strived to prop up the state. When I accompanied the Soldiers into the des-
ert, I served as a stand-in for the vulnerable (feminine) nation that the state was failing to protect.
That is, my physical presence made it easier for the Soldiers to imagine the object of their protection
and thereby embody the role of a good male protector. Masculinist protectionism also informed how
the other two restrictionist groups interacted with me. I was frequently likened to activists’ daughters,
granddaughters, nieces, and sons’ girlfriends. In these situations, too, respondents wanted to ‘protect’
me by helping me with my research and teaching me about how immigration was mismanaged.

In contrast to my outsider status with restrictionists, I had to contend with an insider status among
pro-immigrant respondents. By assuming shared meanings with me, respondents’ explanations of
their worldviews and strategies could be vague. In such cases, I changed my questions to try to clarify
the respondent’s decision-making process and evade general questions that would solicit prepackaged
answers. For example, instead of asking Humanitarians why they were trying to stop deportations, I
preferred to have them retrace how they decided who was a good candidate for an anti-deportation
campaign. Following this process-focused line of inquiry, I asked about what characteristics made cer-
tain people less eligible for anti-deportation campaigns and the moral community of ‘good immi-
grants’ who were worthy of such endeavors. By documenting how my interviewees worked their way
through their responses, I was able to gain deeper insights about the nature of pro-immigrant mobil-
ization and overcome some of the problems associated with insider status.

By way of summarizing this study’s findings, Figure 1 illustrates how the strong-state effect among
the two pro-immigrant groups and weak-state effect among the three restrictionist organizations
translated into oppositional movement strategies.

By relating the type of effect of the state to the strategies that each side deployed, this article deep-
ens our understanding of the relationship between state and social movements. The next section ex-
plains how the strong-state effect translated into pro-immigrant movement practices in the groups
studied.

T H E P R O - I M M I G R A N T M O V E M E N T A N D T H E S T R O N G - S T A T E E F F E C T

The Humanitarians: Restricting the State
Pro-immigrant activists worried that the state’s coercive arm was fast encroaching into areas that had
previously been safe from it. In response, the Humanitarians struggled to limit the state’s reach. They
deployed three tactics. First, they claimed the borderlands as a space for international humanitarian
aid. Second, they fashioned themselves into a watchdog of the Border Patrol, and finally, they waged
anti-deportation campaigns.

5 According to Young (2003), masculinist protectionism is a gendered moral code in which men are defined as good based on their
willingness to protect others, particularly women and children.
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The concept of humanitarianism saturated the organization’s discourse and self-understanding,
and it provided a powerful way to push back on state presence in the borderlands. The framework of
humanitarianism allowed the group to challenge the idea that the border region was the exclusive do-
main of state agents. Instead, as ‘humanitarian workers’ bringing ‘humanitarian aid’ into a ‘humanitar-
ian crisis zone,’ the group reframed the borderlands as a place of collective suffering that required the
intervention of concerned civilians. As one member put it, the group’s goal was to be an “unhindered
humanitarian presence” in the borderlands.

On a day-to-day basis, this meant that the Humanitarians drove deep into the desert and hiked on
rough terrain carrying gallon-sized jugs of water. The cat-and-mouse pursuit between Border Patrol
field agents and crossers meant that the paths that migrants took to reach Arizona’s interior changed
often. The Humanitarians tried to determine where the freshest trails were. There, they left jugs of
water and other forms of aid. If over time they found that the water jugs were not being used, the
Humanitarians moved them to other sites.

In late fall, I accompanied two young Humanitarians, Lori and Alyssa, on one such water drop.
Early in the morning, we drove for an hour in a well-used SUV to a town near the border. The trunk
and part of the back seat of the vehicle were filled with crates of water, along with a dozen plastic bag-
gies stuffed with food and socks. We parked the car on a road near the first of the five trails we would
explore that day. I carried the medical pack and a gallon-sized plastic jug of water, while Lori and
Alyssa each carried two gallon-sized jugs. We climbed up a small hill with the sun beating down on
us. After about 15 minutes of hiking, we found the water drop site. Six jugs from a previous water
drop, still filled with water, were sitting on the ground. Lori and Alyssa decided we should return to
the car with our water and find the next water drop site. We repeated this process several times for
the next two hours. At every site, the water from a previous drop had not been touched.

Lori and Alyssa seemed nervous throughout the day and their jumpiness became particularly ap-
parent when we took a lunch break. We were still far from town in the middle of a desolate area. We
settled down on some large rocks near the dirt road where the SUV was parked. Every time there
was the sound of a vehicle in the distance, the two women fell silent, straining to hear if the vehicle’s
motor sounds were getting louder. Lori said that she would rather encounter people where we were
sitting—on a path near the main road—rather than on a walking trail far from the car, but we never

STATE

CIVIL SOCIETY

RESTRICTIONIST
ACTIVISM

(Weak-State Effect)

PRO-IMMIGRANT
ACTIVISM

(Strong-State Effect)

Limit State’s Reach
(The Humanitarians)

Extend State’s Reach
(The Engineers)

Empower Groups
to Resist State

(The Advocates)

Empower Groups 
to Assist the State
(The Arpaiositos)

Figure 1. State Effects and Opposing Movement Strategies
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encountered anyone. Alyssa later explained that she was nervous because there had been several in-
stances of ‘water vandalism’ in the past. Plastic jugs had been slashed and the water inside the con-
tainers had been poured out. Alyssa believed that the Border Patrol was responsible. Lori claimed
that a couple of Humanitarians had recorded a video of an agent following the organization’s car to a
water station and later committing water vandalism. After a moment’s reflection, Alyssa said, ‘look,
putting out water is not just about putting out water [. . .] It’s also a symbolic thing [. . .] it’s telling
the world that these are migrants. It’s a message we’re sending to Border Patrol, to hunters, to
Minutemen, to everyone.’

Alyssa’s explanation captured how the Humanitarians understood the desert: as a battle site where
they tried to establish a domain in which non-state actors could interact with migrants. Establishing
this domain of ‘humanitarianism’ required activists to constantly push up against the state. Lori and
Alyssa’s anxiety indicated their awareness of this fact. They went out to the desert with the anticipa-
tion that the Border Patrol would try to upend their efforts.

In this battle with the Border Patrol, the Humanitarians tried to work out how to retain their
stronghold in the desert. A year later, for instance, the Humanitarians debated whether to remove
any stickers on the exterior of their vehicles bearing the group’s name. Some Humanitarians, includ-
ing Alyssa, wished to make the group less visible to the Border Patrol. Meanwhile, others believed
that transparency was the only way to ensure the group’s ability to maintain their presence in the des-
ert without being charged for a crime. This kind of discussion again suggests how conscious the
group was of the fact that they were confronting the state every time they ventured into the desert.

Alyssa’s comment about the communicative aspect of the jugs of water is also important.
‘Humanitarianism’ offered a way to denaturalize state discourse and convey an alternative set of ideas
about migrant suffering. That is, the jugs of water were intended not only to quench thirst but also to
remind state agents and American civilians that the well-being of a group of people was being jeopar-
dized at the border. Moreover, ‘humanitarianism’ reframed the desert as a region subject to interna-
tional law and the Humanitarians as the self-designated members of the global human rights
community charged with documenting the state’s transgressions of this law. The Humanitarians refer-
enced international institutions’ codes, reports, and rulings in order to justify actions that could easily
be construed as ‘unlawful’ behavior (like ‘littering’). When the state did interfere with the
Humanitarians’ work in the desert, activists deemed such actions to be violations of international law.

Making this case was an ongoing struggle, however. For example, at one meeting of the
Humanitarians, activists discussed ways to keep the Border Patrol from interfering with their efforts
in the desert. Alleging that activists were ‘aiding and abetting’ law-breaking behavior, the Border
Patrol had raided a medical camp that activists used for treating crossers, and the agency threatened
to conduct more raids in the future. The Humanitarians brainstormed responses that could prevent a
future raid. One suggestion was to get members of the city’s medical community to acknowledge that
the desert region where migrants crossed constituted a humanitarian crisis zone and to publicly or-
dain the Humanitarian tent an official medical unit outside the purview of the Border Patrol. By es-
tablishing the camp as something akin to a care unit run by Doctors Without Borders, the
Humanitarians hoped to create a space that was safe from state intervention.

Framing the border region as a humanitarian crisis zone was only one way that the Humanitarians
worked to circumscribe the state. The group also acted as a human rights watchdog on a state
agency that seemed to have growing latitude—the Border Patrol. The Humanitarians interviewed
crossers who were apprehended by the Border Patrol and deported to Mexican border towns. Based
on their findings, the group wrote several reports. In one such report, the Humanitarians concluded
that what the agency referred to as its ‘processing centers’ were not just waiting rooms where appre-
hended crossers stayed until they were deported. Instead, these spaces were detention facilities
where agents abused their charges. The Humanitarians launched a campaign to disseminate the re-
port’s findings. In addition to presenting their report to international institutions like the Inter-
American Commission on Human Rights, the group also spoke with journalists and policymakers.
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The Humanitarians thus actively worked to reframe the state’s practices as violations of human
rights. In doing so, the group hoped to create enough public pressure so that one state organ—the
Border Patrol—would be more restrained in what it could do.

Anti-deportation campaigns were another way that the Humanitarians curbed the state. By bringing
public attention to a person who was in deportation proceedings, the group put pressure on the state
to stop the individual’s removal from the country. In one instance, the Humanitarians organized a cam-
paign to stop the deportation of a college-aged woman, Sonya, who had been brought to the United
States as an infant. She had been caught on a minor drug-related charge and then handed over to immi-
gration enforcement. Her removal from the country was imminent. The Humanitarians designed an ac-
tion alert that summarized Sonya’s circumstances and urged readers to contact the DHS, asking that
the deportation be halted. Three days after the action alert was circulated, the Humanitarians organized
a press conference at a church. Members of the Humanitarians stood behind the pulpit holding signs
that urged viewers to call the DHS to stop the deportation. Meanwhile, Sonya’s friends, family, and the
minister of the church all spoke at the pulpit about Sonya’s aspirations. Sonya’s lawyer noted that over
a thousand people had already contacted the DHS. Her deportation was halted a day later.

Thus, the Humanitarians adopted a three-prong approach to rein in the state. The group strived
to be an ‘unhindered humanitarian presence’ in the desert, thereby challenging the state’s monopolis-
tic hold over the border region. Over time, this kind of service provision in the border area led the
group to more systematically document the experiences of the migrants and deportees that they en-
countered. This data then gave the Humanitarians the basis for fashioning themselves into a watch-
dog of the Border Patrol. Thirdly, the group expanded their ‘humanitarian presence’ from the border
into the interior by conducting anti-deportation campaigns.

The Advocates: Building Groups’ Resistance to the State
While the Humanitarians trained their focus on the state—particularly the Border Patrol—in an ef-
fort to limit its power, the Advocates were more concerned with building up society’s capacity to resist
the state. The Humanitarians’ interaction with undocumented groups was largely in the form of pro-
viding a one-time service, such as medical treatment in the desert. By contrast, the Advocates tried to
give noncitizens the tools to be less vulnerable to the state. Toward this end, the group taught nonci-
tizens how to avoid deportation and they also created ‘protection networks’ linking undocumented
individuals to other households and legal resources. The goal of these two tactics was to arm nonciti-
zens with the means to either evade the state altogether or avoid interactions that could lead to de-
portations. The third tactic targeted what I call third-parties—institutions like the police and the
medical examiner’s office (MEO)—which had ambiguous relations with immigration enforcement.
From the perspective of the Advocates, these institutions could align themselves with the state and
reinforce its capacity. Or, they could just as easily side with pro-immigrant groups like the Advocates,
and serve as an additional layer of resistance to restrictionist elements of the state.

The most frequent way that the Advocates reached out to people with irregular status was through
‘prep�arete’ or ‘prepare yourself’ workshops. In these workshops, the Advocates explained the basics of
immigration law and encouraged attendees to create emergency plans in case they or their family
members were detained. These plans were intended to mitigate the confusion that could ensue if a
household member suddenly disappeared. The Advocates urged household members to grant power
of attorney to trusted others, so that their affairs could be handled in their absence. They advised
households to find immigration lawyers and memorize their contact information. The Advocates also
urged undocumented guardians to decide whether or not they wanted their children to stay in the
United States or be reunited with them in case of deportation. By pre-designating someone to take
charge of the children, guardians made it less likely that their offspring would be picked up by an-
other organ of the state (Children’s Protective Services), which would make family reunification even
more difficult.
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Besides helping make emergency plans, the Advocates organized other sessions during which they
trained noncitizens to be more immune to the state. The group explained the reach of the state—or
‘trigger sites’ where individuals could get pulled into the deportation pipeline—and how best to avoid
them. For instance, the Advocates advised people to keep their personal vehicles well-maintained in
order to reduce the likelihood of coming into the contact with the police and initiating a chain of
events that could result in deportation. Similarly, the Advocates discouraged people from sharing in-
formation about their legal status with places like welfare agencies and hospitals. After hearing rumors
that Border Patrol agents lurked in the parking zone of a particular emergency room, the Advocates
advised people to avoid that hospital.

In addition to describing the state’s reach and how to avoid it, the Advocates hoped that these
training sessions could reduce the individual’s vulnerability to the state in the event that he or she at-
tracted its attention. The group tried to teach people how to avoid deportation proceedings even
after they came into contact with an officer. During these know-your-rights trainings, individuals
were trained not to open their house door to an officer unless they made certain there was a warrant.
If they were pulled over in traffic, they were instructed to refrain from divulging anything besides
their names. The Advocates even had attendees role-play what they would say during a lawful con-
tact. By teaching noncitizens about the state’s reach and suggesting strategies for avoiding the state,
as well as tactics to interfere with the ability of the state agents to carry out immigration enforcement,
activists tried to make individuals more immune to the state.

To strengthen undocumented communities’ buffer against the state, the Advocates also connected
individuals to ‘protection networks.’ These networks of relatives, neighbors, immigration lawyers, and
others could take care of a targeted individual’s concerns. If someone in the network was detained
during an immigration raid, the chain of communication cautioned others in the network to stay
away from that area for the time being. The social capital that protection networks generated, the
Advocates believed, could help shield individuals from the state.

In addition to helping noncitizens steer clear of the state, the Advocates also cultivated another ap-
proach, which targeted relatively powerful local institutions that had ambiguous relations to the immi-
gration enforcement state. One such institution was the local MEO. A large portion of the work done
by the MEO was identifying the remains of border crossers who had perished in Arizona’s Sonoran
Desert.6 The Advocates often asked the chief medical examiner to present on the process of identify-
ing human remains to different audiences and the doctor usually complied. However, this working re-
lationship between the Advocates and the doctor had not been instantaneous or automatic. The
Advocates had intentionally cultivated this particular collaboration over time. In fact, other MEOs in
Southern Arizona were averse to basic forms of cooperation, refusing sometimes even to give out in-
formation about the numbers of remains that had been recovered in the border area in the past year.7

When I asked the doctor who cooperated with the Advocates why he worked so closely with them,
he explained that the group had been instrumental in helping his office identify remains. Family
members of the deceased, especially if they themselves were undocumented people living in the
United States, did not want to talk to a government office. However, they were willing to speak with
the Advocates. As unidentified bodies from the desert piled up in their morgue, the MEO staff be-
came grateful for the Advocates’ help.

It was on the basis of this collaboration that the Advocates felt they might succeed in getting the
doctor to present to the public. When members of the Congressional Hispanic Caucus organized a
community hearing in the city hall of an Arizonan border town, the Advocates used their ties with

6 According to Arizona state statute, a body cannot be cremated or buried until it has a death certificate. For victims of violence or
some other reason that is classified as unknown or unnatural, the medical examiner’s office is contacted to acquire a death certifi-
cate. For this reason, when Border Patrol agents find human remains in the desert, they are required to bring them to the medical
examiner so that they may be identified.

7 Every year the Advocates culled the total number of migrant deaths from several medical examiners’ offices in Southern and
Central Arizona. The group then publicized this estimate.
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one of the congressman to urge him to invite the doctor to speak. Other speakers included the town’s
mayor, the county sheriff, and the CEO of an American firm that conducted business in Mexico. The
large conference room was packed with people. The room was flanked with standing reporters, with
a dozen news cameras set up in the back. Most of the hearing was framed around how increased bor-
der security conflicted with the freedom to do business. Among the speakers, only the doctor spoke
about migrant deaths in the desert. The doctor’s presentation prompted one of the congressmen to
ask whether the deaths constituted a ‘humanitarian crisis.’ The doctor responded with an analogy:
‘it’s like a mass disaster, like a plane crash that happens every year . . .’ A clip featuring the doctor’s re-
sponse was aired on the local news. The Advocates had thus succeeded in using their ties to the
MEO to convey their message to broader audiences.

The Advocates, however, did not want to stop there. They continued to target the medical exam-
iner’s office. For instance, the doctor agreed to make a video-recorded presentation about his work to
a group of Advocates and their guests. At the end of the presentation, an Advocate asked the doctor
to reflect on what impact his work had had on him ‘at a human level.’ The doctor skirted the ques-
tion, saying that many bodies would never be identified, which was ‘not easy.’ Another Advocate,
Gabriela, asked the doctor what he thought should be done about these deaths. The doctor shifted
his weight uneasily and avoided answering the question. Afterwards, Gabriela articulated the group’s
hope: ‘I wish he would be less clinical and more human in his presentations.’

Another ambiguously aligned third party that the Advocates targeted was local law enforcement.
The Advocates were aware that the police were becoming key players in immigration enforcement
around the country. In Arizona, sheriffs like Joe Arpaio of Maricopa County were vocal about their
restrictionism and there were always rumors about how certain officers in Tucson overzealously
cooperated with the Border Patrol. At the same time, however, the police exhibited reluctance about
immigration control, particularly when SB1070 was signed into law in 2010. One police officer had
brought a lawsuit challenging the measure. Meanwhile, the chief of police publicly criticized the bill
for burdening officers with a task that would hinder their performance of other duties. Realizing that
there was room to maneuver, the Advocates began pressuring police to more openly resist the
Department of Homeland Security.

The summer of 2011 presented the Advocates with such an opportunity. Immigration and
Customs Enforcement (ICE) had just invited the city’s police chief to participate in a national task
force. The task force would hold community hearings about how a federal immigration enforcement
program called Secure Communities could be implemented without impeding community policing.
Soon after the police chief accepted ICE’s invitation, the Advocates began putting pressure on him to
resign from the task force. The group protested in front of the police department several times. They
also told the media that it was hypocritical for a police chief who had criticized Senate Bill 1070 to
then turn around and cooperate with ICE. One Advocate explained that by being part of the task
force, the chief effectively ‘legitimized’ the Secure Communities program. Despite the pressure that
the Advocates put on him and despite being visibly upset by the protests, the chief did not resign
from the task force.

A year later, the group targeted the city police again. Working with other pro-immigrant groups,
the Advocates tried to bring a moratorium on all arrests on Fridays, Saturdays, and Sundays. The co-
alition’s goal was to ensure that during these three days of the week, the police would refrain from
checking immigration status and communicating with the Border Patrol. The coalition pursued this
aim by mobilizing faith-based leaders to broach the issue with the city council and the police depart-
ment. The faith-based group drafted a resolution that called on the police to make immigration en-
forcement of lowest priority on these days so that people could be free to worship without fearing
arrest and deportation. The final resolution that the city adopted did not enact a moratorium.
However, it did note that the police were committed to protecting the public safety of all residents, re-
gardless of immigration status. Thus, the resolution did concede an important aspect of the
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Advocates’ contention—that local state actors should primarily be committed to the welfare of local
residents, rather than to a federal immigration program.

The pro-immigrant organizations in this study adopted two responses to the strong-state effect:
the Humanitarians tried to restrict the state while the Advocates strived to build groups’ and individ-
uals’ capacities to resist the state. By framing the borderlands as a humanitarian crisis zone and the
Border Patrol as the cause of this crisis, the Humanitarians called into question the legitimacy of the
state’s presence in the desert. Anti-deportation campaigns extended the battlefront from the border
into the interior. Just as with the domain of humanitarianism in the desert, these campaigns tried to
impose limits on the state’s reach and actions. The Advocates did not have the same kind of adversar-
ial relationship with the Border Patrol. This is because the group tried to weaken the state indirectly
by equipping noncitizens with the tools to resist the state. The Advocates taught noncitizens how to
avoid encounters with the state and plugged them into communities of mutual support. Additionally,
the group tried to tether ambiguously aligned institutions to the pro-immigrant cause of weakening
the state.

The Soldiers and the Engineers: Extending the State
Like their pro-immigrant counterparts, the restrictionist organizations in this study were critical of
the state. However, unlike pro-immigrant groups, this criticism was aimed at the state’s seeming
weakness. Restrictionist organizations like the Soldiers and the Engineers strived to expand the state.
Believing that the Border Patrol lacked adequate manpower and resources in the field, the Soldiers
developed a system of gathering information about migrant crossers and sharing it with the agency.
Meanwhile, the Engineers tried to develop a more comprehensive system of border surveillance than
was currently in place and hoped to contract their system out to the DHS.8

The Soldiers conducted armed patrols of a large ranch a few dozen miles north of the Arizona-
Mexico boundary. There, this organization endeavored to become the civilian counterpart of the
Border Patrol. The Soldiers had grown out of a local chapter of the Minutemen. Over time, this local
chapter evolved from an organization that primarily tried to create a media spectacle about an ‘out-
of-control’ border into a far more media-shy group whose purpose was to help local Border Patrol
agents. In order to accomplish this new goal, the Soldiers changed the old Minutemen ‘standard
operating procedures’ to embrace a more proactive approach to intelligence-gathering than that of
their predecessors. The Soldiers described the Minutemen as a group that sat on their lawn chairs,
often unarmed, waiting for border crossers to come to them. By contrast, the Soldiers saw themselves as
actively helping border enforcement efforts by conducting armed patrols to gather ‘intel’ for the Border
Patrol. The restrictionist group believed that, given the amount of cross-border movement in the region,
the government agency did not have the resources to deter crossers. Although they knew that the
Border Patrol could not publicly ask civilians for their help, the Soldiers maintained that agents were ap-
preciative of any assistance they could get. The group developed a relationship with a contact in the
agency and took great pride in being able to pass along any information that they were able to gather.

The Soldiers had three ways of gathering information. First, on the rare occasion that group mem-
bers actually encountered a crosser during a patrol, they called the Border Patrol to let them know of
the person’s location. Among the Soldiers that I spoke with, however, actual encounters were rare oc-
currences.9 It was more common for the group to find objects and footprints left behind by migrants,
than to come across migrants themselves.

The second way in which the group collected information was by keeping track of the locations of
old items and aged footprints, and by alerting the agency whenever there were signs of fresh ‘activity.’
For instance, one Soldier, George, explained that the group had recently found a fresh ‘lay-up,’ or a
relatively hidden place where crossers stopped to rest and discard unneeded items. However, this had

8 For a more extended ethnographic discussion of the Soldiers and the Engineers see Elcioglu (2015).
9 This finding was also echoed by Shapira (2013:160).
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not been an ordinary lay-up. Instead of the usual survival items that migrants left behind—like water
jugs, electrolyte powder packets, and food wrappers—this lay-up contained a set of binoculars, maps,
a cellphone, and a global positioning system (GPS) device. George and his friends surmised that the
lay-up had been created by a ‘trail spotter’ or someone who was hired to know the whereabouts of
Border Patrol field agents and help navigate crossers away from potential capture. George explained
that cartels were increasingly turning to spotters to ensure the safe passage of their drugs into the
United States. That the ‘trail spotter’ had created this lay-up and left behind valuable equipment sug-
gested that he planned to return and use the location again. George and his group ‘destroyed’ the lay-
up, clearing it of all the items. By doing so, their intent was ‘to send a clear message’ to spotters that
the area was under surveillance. Afterwards, George and his group relayed the GPS coordinates of
the lay-up to the Border Patrol. They also informed the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) so that
they would come and clean up the area further.

In addition to informing agents about crossers’ potential whereabouts by sighting them and their
things, the Soldiers set up a reconnaissance system on the ranch in order to aid the Border Patrol.
After determining the locations of well-traveled migrant paths, the Soldiers placed cameras to over-
look them. Once or twice a week, the restrictionist group hiked out to the locations of these cameras
and downloaded the footage. They then scanned the footage to see if the cameras had caught any mi-
grants on tape. Any footage depicting ‘activity’ was given to the agency contact, along with the date
and time of the footage as well as GPS coordinates of the camera’s location. The Soldiers believed
that this reconnaissance helped the Border Patrol decide where to best allocate their resources in the
desert.10

While the Soldiers believed that the Border Patrol needed the help of activists in the desert, the
Engineers thought that what the agency required was the assistance of border security experts like
themselves. The Engineers came to this conclusion by examining border policing from a ranch that
they acquired at the Arizona-Mexico border. The group spent the early 2000s studying the Border
Patrol’s methods: they listened to the agency’s unsecure frequencies and when agents were dis-
patched to a specific location, the Engineers flew over the area in a small airplane and observed how
agents responded to the detection of border crossers. The Engineers concluded that the Border
Patrol’s surveillance methods in the borderlands were far from comprehensive. The problem, they
argued, was not the dearth of cameras and other monitoring technologies at the international bound-
ary, but rather that these devices did not know where to look at any given moment.

Given these contrasting analyses of border enforcement, the Soldiers and the Engineers cultivated
different relationships with the Border Patrol. The field agents with whom the Soldiers strived to
build a collaborative relationship were merely objects of study for the Engineers. Rather than partner-
ing with the Border Patrol, the Engineers wanted to partner and compete with security consultants
and defense contractors that worked for the DHS. As a prospective government consultant, the
Engineers hoped to redesign border policing, and with it the Border Patrol.

By the early 2010s, the Engineers had developed a sensor-based surveillance system that they
hoped to contract out to the DHS. To begin positioning themselves as a viable consultant for the fed-
eral government on matters related to immigration enforcement, the Engineers began attending ‘bor-
der security conferences.’ These conferences served as a marketplace in which prospective buyers
(representatives of government agencies) could interact with sellers (security consultants and compa-
nies). With time, the Engineers went from being mere observers at these conferences to full partici-
pants as ‘border security experts.’ When I interviewed him in late 2011, Phil, the founder of the
Engineers, had just returned from a border security conference in Southern California. He had at-
tended the conference just to observe what kind of advancements had been made in border surveil-
lance technology. A month after I interviewed him, Phil presented at a security conference in

10 That these sorts of relationships have evolved between the Border Patrol and border watch groups has been documented by
journalists. In particular, see Gaynor (2014) and Baker (2016).

250 � Elcioglu

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/socpro/article-abstract/64/2/239/3065805 by U

niversity of Toronto user on 23 August 2019



Phoenix. There, he explained that although the DHS produced apprehension statistics, the govern-
ment lacked a surveillance program that could calculate apprehension rates. For this reason, he ex-
plained, DHS could not ascertain whether the border was in fact getting more ‘secure’ over time. A
year later, the Engineers began exhibiting their sensor system as a way to calculate apprehension
rates. The group thus used conferences as sites in which to demonstrate their expertise to state
actors.

In addition to networking with officials from the federal government via border security confer-
ences, the Engineers also cultivated relationships with restrictionist Arizona State legislators. For in-
stance, a state senator accepted the Engineers’ invitation to visit the group’s ranch. During the visit,
members of the restrictionist group took the state senator up in their plane to show him how the bor-
der was not properly fortified, thereby giving him more ammunition to argue in favor of a bill that
would start a fundraising drive to build a fence along the border. After a separate visit by two other
state senators, the Engineers were invited to present their sensor system in front of a state senate
committee. Legislators watched as the Engineers explained and livestreamed a demonstration of the
sensors from the ranch. The Engineers urged the legislators to hire an independent expert to test
how effective the sensor system actually was, and then to consider having it installed in various parts
of Southern Arizona. One legislator strongly agreed, contending that the system could simultaneously
be tested and utilized if its sensors were installed near a Border Patrol command center. In sum, the
Engineers presented themselves as border security experts, whose specialized knowledge could be
put to use in service of the state.

As pro-immigrant organizations like the Humanitarians tried to rein in the state by limiting the
Border Patrol’s reach and power, the Soldiers and the Engineers struggled to strengthen the state by
expanding the agency’s scope. On the surface, both the Humanitarians and the Soldiers hiked deep
into the desert in search of migrant routes, often referring to their work as ‘search and rescue.’
However, the meanings ascribed to these practices contrasted sharply depending on whether the
group experienced the strong-state or the weak-state effect. The Humanitarians saw the desert as a
space in which the state exercised unchecked power through a punitive system of enforcement that
victimized people. As a ‘humanitarian’ presence in the desert, therefore, the group tried to mitigate
the consequences of the Border Patrol’s practices and create a domain safe from agency intervention.
By contrast, the Soldiers went into the desert out of a conviction that the Border Patrol needed the
help of concerned civilians. Similarly, when the Humanitarians and the Engineers scrutinized the
Border Patrol’s methods, they did so for divergent reasons. The Humanitarians observed the agency
to report on and challenge the state’s power, while the Engineers’ study was geared towards making
the state’s enforcement apparatus more ubiquitous, and therefore more potent.

The Arpaiositos: Building Group Capacity to Reinforce the State
Another restrictionist organization, the Arpaiositos, was the polar opposite of the Advocates. As
described earlier, the pro-immigrant Advocates pressured local law enforcement not to participate in
immigration control. By contrast, the Arpaiositos helped put local law enforcement in service of federal
immigration enforcement efforts. Toward that end, the group started off by participating in a restric-
tionist sheriff’s ‘volunteer posse’ and then, over the years, the Arpaiositos turned to protesting any ef-
fort to remove the sheriff from office.

The Arpaiositos’ self-understanding was articulated in reference to places, such as Tucson, where
the police were believed not to participate in immigration control and was motivated by the fear that
Phoenix would follow suit. This fear—that Phoenix could become Tucson—was apparent during my
first meeting with the group. When I mentioned that I was living in Tucson and not Phoenix, Valerie,
a longtime Arpaiosito, flatly stated that there was ‘no hope for Tucson.’ She explained that city
officials, under pressure from ‘illegals and their supporters,’ had made Tucson into a sanctuary city.
As far as she was concerned, the cops in Tucson could no longer uphold the law—that is, perform
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immigration enforcement. She was particularly appalled that the chief of the Tucson Police
Department was ‘pro-sanctuary.’ When Senate Bill 1070 was introduced in the legislature, she
explained, the police chief had opposed the measure and said that his department would not check
immigration status. Valerie recounted how a Tucson-based tea party had organized rallies to protest
the police chief’s stance, but they had been in vain. As Valerie grew silent, another Arpaiosito piped
up the concern that the group harbored: ‘If we’re not careful, it [the adoption of sanctuary policy]
could happen here [in Phoenix]!’

Animated by this fear, the Arpaiositos dedicated themselves to supporting Sheriff Joe Arpaio and
the MCSO. Key members of the Arpaiositos first met each other in 2006 and 2007 when they gath-
ered to protest the presence of day laborers near a furniture store in Phoenix. For years day laborers
had gathered in the parking lot of a local Home Depot to solicit work. In 2005, however, Home
Depot stopped allowing this practice and the day laborers assembled down the street near a furniture
store. The store’s owner solicited the help of Phoenix Police Department to chase the day laborers
away. Facing pressure from pro-immigrant groups, however, the police officers stopped their public
policing; instead, off-duty Phoenix officers and MCSO deputies began moonlighting as private secur-
ity guards at the store. Claiming that the guards were racially profiling anyone near the store, pro-
immigrant activists gathered at the site to protest. Members of what would later become the
Arpaiositos also gathered to counter-protest. They took photographs of pro-immigrant activists, day
laborers, and the day laborers’ potential employers, threatening to share this footage with ICE.

The timing of the protests was significant: they overlapped with a shift in Sheriff Arpaio’s ap-
proach to undocumented immigrants. As recently as 2005, the MCSO was ambivalent about partici-
pating in immigration enforcement. Arpaio stated that he “[didn’t] expect to concentrate on some
guy in a truck with six illegals,” preferring instead “to go after the professional smugglers who do this
for money, the top people” (Gabrielson and Gibline 2008). This ambivalence changed a year later,
after former Arizona Governor Janet Napolitano successfully requested that ICE grant 287(g) powers
to her state, so that local law enforcement officers could make immigration-related street arrests.
Concomitantly, Arpaio’s policing priorities swung in the opposite direction. By 2007, MCSO depu-
ties were arresting hundreds of undocumented immigrants (Gabrielson and Gibline 2008), and the
day laborers’ gathering place became a target of immigration raids.

The men and women who would form the Arpaiositos met each other at this time. They gathered
almost every morning in front of the furniture store to face off with pro-immigrant activists. One
Arpaiosito, John, got involved fairly early and witnessed how the counter-protestors’ tactics evolved.
At first, everyone just brought homemade signs, held them up, and shouted. Then, a member of
John’s group noticed that it was not just journalists but pro-immigrant activists who were taking pho-
tos of the restrictionists. In response, the restrictionists returned the next day with cameras of their
own. They took photos and videos of pro-immigrant activists, day laborers, and potential employers.
The restrictionist activists threatened to hand over the footage to ICE. It was not clear from my con-
versations with the Arpaiositos whether the footage was ever actually shared with any authorities,
local or federal.

Nonetheless, the documentation effort did give the group coherence and a sense of purpose. By
taking photos and videos, the restrictionist protestors tried to scare off the day laborers and their sup-
porters. The furniture store became a metaphor for the rest of Phoenix. Valerie, for instance, got
involved out of a sense of frustration that a small business had to cope with what seemed like two ex-
ogenous threats—undocumented workers, on the one hand, and their Tucson-based supporters, on
the other. Valerie, John, and the other Arpaiositos were also exasperated that the authorities’ ‘hands
were tied’: allegations of racial profiling drove the cops to moonlight as security guards. Open polic-
ing resumed when MCSO was granted immigration enforcement powers through the 287(g) pro-
gram. However, the public objected to the MCSO’s immigration raids. As a result, a niche emerged
for the Arpaiositos: the group began to see itself as a public advocate for local law enforcement.

252 � Elcioglu

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/socpro/article-abstract/64/2/239/3065805 by U

niversity of Toronto user on 23 August 2019



Even before the furniture store protests wound down, the Arpaiositos began volunteering with the
MCSO’s posse out of a desire to be more involved in ‘protecting’ Phoenix. John noted that some
highly determined activists among them participated in both efforts for a period: they “protested half
the time [and] rode with Joe [Arpaio’s deputies] the rest of the time.” As volunteers with the posse,
the Arpaiositos accompanied MCSO deputies, usually in traffic stops, and occasionally on designated
immigration sweeps. In physical appearance, posse volunteers looked remarkably like deputies: they
wore uniforms, they rode in vehicles with official-looking insignia, and some, after undertaking extra
training, were armed. Although the volunteer posse was active during the time of my fieldwork—hav-
ing grown into a complex organization with several branches since Sheriff Arpaio came to office in
199311—only one Arpaiosito, Mark, participated in the volunteer posse at that time.

Wearing a uniform that had been issued by the ‘jeep posse,’ Mark rode with deputies on patrol.
Other times, he drove his personal vehicle, which sported the insignia of the MCSO. Often, Mark
accompanied deputies to conduct traffic control. Several times, he had ridden along with deputies
who had stopped vehicles that turned out to contain undocumented drivers and/or passengers. Mark
proudly described the support role he played on one such occasion. He and a deputy had pulled over
an old Toyota with a broken taillight in a residential neighborhood of southern Phoenix. It was night-
time. The driver—who ‘appeared Mexican,’ according to Mark—could not produce a driver’s license
or registration. Nor did he answer any of the deputy’s questions. The deputy suspected that the driver
did not have papers. Meanwhile, a group of six or seven people gathered nearby; two of the by-
standers started video recording the scene on their cell phones. Mark asked the group to put their
cameras away because it was ‘an ongoing investigation.’ One of the cell phone users complied.
Another asked ‘confrontationally’ why the driver had been pulled over. Mark ‘politely’ explained that
he had a broken taillight and no license. The driver was eventually arrested and taken to jail.
Afterwards, the deputy told Mark that he was glad to have had him there as backup. According to
Mark, the episode typified the experience of MCSO deputies: a simple traffic stop of an ‘illegal alien’
could easily turn into a tense affair. Mark saw himself as a ‘peacekeeper’ who calmed down onlookers
while deputies did their jobs.

Although he believed the posse provided an invaluable service to MCSO, Mark volunteered less
and less. Like other Arpaiositos, he had grown weary of ‘unprofessional’ volunteers. He and another
Arpaiosito had even filed a complaint with the MCSO about a posse member. The irresponsible vol-
unteer had driven recklessly while on patrol, wore his uniform while ‘off-duty’ (i.e., when he was not
accompanied by a deputy), and disrupted the deputies’ operations. The group believed that this kind
of unprofessional behavior could create more bad publicity for the MCSO, threatening its ability to
continue enforcing immigration laws. For this reason, the group found other ways to support Arpaio.

This pro-Arpaio support primarily came in the form of counter-protesting any event that was crit-
ical of the MCSO. For example, when Citizens for a Better Arizona (CBA), a Phoenix-based group
that had been responsible for successfully recalling a restrictionist state senator, started working on a
campaign to expose how Arpaio abused the powers of his office, the Arpaiositos began monitoring
CBA closely. One Arpaiosito member, John, managed to get on the CBA listserv. From an e-mail
that John received, the group learned of an upcoming meeting. Alex and Alana attended the meeting.
At the end of the meeting, Alana took copies of fliers for all upcoming events. Alex later showed me a
few blurry photos that he had stealthily taken of other people attending the meeting. I asked him
why he had taken the photos. He replied that he planned to post them on the Arpaiositos’ website,
so that others could recognize CBA people on sight. Alex and Alana also scanned the fliers to post
onto their website. Additionally, they e-mailed the scanned fliers to local tea party groups and restric-
tionist organizations. The group then encouraged these like-minded organizations to join the
Arpaiositos in their efforts to counter-protest and disrupt CBA-organized events. After these events

11 The MCSO was estimated to have 2,400 active posse members and in 2014 that number was thought to have dropped to 1,798
(Lemons 2015).
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passed, the Arpaiositos continued their reconnaissance efforts. Other Arpaiositos besides John also
managed to get on the CBA listserv. Members also closely monitored the CBA Facebook site to keep
track of any future anti-Arpaio events and organize counter-protests.

The Arpaiositos thus represented one type of response to the weak-state effect: the group tried to
expand the ways in which local actors could assist the immigration control state. Believing that the
MCSO’s 287(g) powers were responsible for ICE’s effectiveness in Maricopa County, the
Arpaiositos worked to keep immigration control localized. This political project was in direct oppos-
ition to the efforts of the pro-immigrant Advocates. The Arpaiositos started out as volunteers in the
MCSO. Later, as the MCSO became the target of growing criticism, investigations, and a recall effort,
the Arpaiositos transitioned into a more public role as Arpaio-supporters.

S T R O N G / W E A K - S T A T E E F F E C T S A S T O O L S F O R U N D E R S T A N D I N G

P O L I T I C A L C O N T E N T I O N
This article has argued that it is not just an activist’s intrinsic motivations but also their assessments
of state power that shape their political behavior. Perceptions of state power, or strong and weak-
state effects, in turn, are informed by the nature of state practices. In the current study, I described
how the manner of immigration policing created a context in which there was a significant undocu-
mented population despite border buildup, as well as localized enforcement despite federal preemp-
tion. These circumstances lent themselves to divergent assessments of state power. Varied
perceptions of the state’s coercive capacity shaped and were further reinforced by the tactics that
each movement deployed. The strong-state effect motivated pro-immigrant organizations to confine
the state’s scope and increase groups’ abilities to resist the state. Meanwhile, an opposing strategy
grew out of the weak-state effect: restrictionist activists strived to expand the state’s reach and en-
hance society’s ability to help the state. As a result, grassroots immigration politics unfolded in a
highly patterned way: as a struggle to change the scope and power of the state’s repressive capacity.

The strong/weak-state effect framework is a useful way to theoretically link political behavior with
political context. Without the lens of state effect, a specific group tactic may appear only vaguely con-
nected to the strategic repertoire of allied and opposing organizations, let alone to the larger context of
power and policing. One could empirically describe the similarities or differences between the tactics of
two organizations. Such descriptions, however, do not fully illuminate the sociological environment that
produce and reproduce these tactics. The state-effect framework, by contrast, sheds light on how an or-
ganization’s tactics are oppositional and referential to those of other civic organizations. This framework
also illuminates how a tactic may be an interpretation and response to state practices. In sum, the state-
effect lens allows us to see the field of social relations in which an activist group is embedded.

Given its potential to illuminate how a field of struggle is organized around state practices, the
strong/weak-state effect framework may deepen our analysis of grassroots immigration politics in
other places. For example, this framework can be used to analyze the consequences of an increasingly
prominent feature of immigration policing—the devolution of enforcement to local institutions
(Varsanyi 2010). There is some evidence suggesting that a mutually reinforcing relationship exists be-
tween this kind of enforcement devolution and perceptions of state weakness. René Flores (2015)
has shown how restrictive immigration ordinances in Pennsylvania stoked white residents’ anxieties
about crime and lawlessness, which led to increased handgun sales. Gun ownership can be a response
to perceptions of state weakness (Carlson 2015). Arguably, then, the desire for devolved immigration
enforcement can be both an expression of the weak-state effect and/or reinforce this effect over the
long term. Thus, the state-effect framework is analytically useful in that it can shed light on the rela-
tionship between state practices and social mobilization in other places.

Examining social actors’ intuitions about the state, therefore, can be illuminating for scholars of
political contention. This approach allows analysts to attend to the nuances of day-to-day political be-
havior without losing sight of how these behaviors fit into larger terrains of struggle.
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