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Abstract:

The purpose of this article is to identify and interpret mediated representations of the US-Mexico digital border, performing a qualitative content analysis on a systematized corpus of 171 communication products, published between 2011-2022. The results show that the symbolic construction of the irregular migrant as a threat-enemy, as well as the representations of technology as a powerful entity to hyper-surveillance and datafication, justifies the establishment of securitization policies to fortify the digital border.
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Resumen:

El objetivo es identificar e interpretar representaciones mediáticas sobre la frontera digital EUA-México, al realizar un análisis de contenido cualitativo sobre un corpus sistematizado de 171 productos comunicativos, publicados entre 2011-2022. Los resultados demuestran que la construcción simbólica del migrante irregular como amenaza-enemigo, así como las representaciones sobre la tecnología como ente poderoso de hipervigilancia y datificación, contribuyen a justificar la instauración de políticas securitizadoras para fortificar la frontera digital.
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Introduction


			
The most negative effects of modernity that have seriously undermined the security, livelihoods and sustainability of new generations in the Global South have been a driving force behind migration in recent decades. The great challenge is thus to find a way to manage responsibility and accountability with equity in the face of the enormous inequality that keeps large population groups in precarious conditions and immobilized amid the prosperity of others who live in the cities of the Global North as a consequence of globalization (Ponzanesi & Leurs, 2022).


			
Another visible result of globalization is the technological development and digital transformation of various orders of human life. These changes have reconfigured, on the one hand, the agency capacities of and strategies developed by the diaspora and, on the other hand, the security and border management policies of nation states:


			
				
[…] Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) can be used creatively by [migrant and] refugee populations, and by other civil society actors to maximize opportunities […] to complete their trip to the countries destination and fulfill their aspirations to achieve decent living conditions. On the other hand, when used by supranational entities and government agencies, ICTS can erect new electronic borders and expand the control and surveillance capabilities of States. (Nedelcu & Soysüren, 2020, p. 2)


			
			
Migration, a sociocultural phenomenon mediated by information and communication technologies, goes beyond the narrow limits of disciplinary perspectives. This has motivated a proliferation of interdisciplinary lines of research linked to migratory phenomena where studies of communication and culture converge in the following: media and internet research; migration, ethnic, diaspora and racial studies; the mobility and transnationalism literature; gender and postcolonial studies; and human-computer interaction, law and human rights research. In addition, new perspectives have emerged from anthropology, sociology, geography, and border and urban studies (Leurs & Smets, 2018; Nedelcu & Soysüren, 2020).


			
This article aims to identify and interpret, through a qualitative content analysis, the representations of 99 media outlets in their digital products, published in 171 communications between 2011 and 2022, concerning the construction of a digital border between the US and Mexico.


			
Thus, four sections have been structured: the first outlines the theoretical-conceptual elements that guide the analytical task. Articulations are established between the production of media representations, the symbolic constructions of migrants in an irregular condition as enemy threats, and digital hypervigilance at the border, all the result of the establishment of a digital border. The second section describes the methodological strategy. In the third section, the content analysis is presented, and the most relevant findings thereof are discussed. In the fourth and last section, some final considerations are outlined.


		

			
Media representations and symbolic constructions of the irregular migrant1 as a threat-enemy


			
Émile Durkheim stated that collective representations are “real phenomena endowed with specific properties and that are shared differently from each other depending on whether or not they have common properties” (Durkheim, 2006, p. 15). Serge Moscovici drew on this Durkheimian proposition and established that all representation is made up of socialized figures and expressions that symbolize acts and situations, which become common and produce behaviors (Moscovici, 1979). From this contribution emanated the Theory of Social Representation, which, since the 1970s, has been rethought, strengthened and applied by hundreds of researchers across different continents, contributing a vast scientific production through their significant contributions to this theory (Abric, 2016; Araya Umaña, 2002; Banchs, 1986; Jodelet, 1984; Materán, 2008).


			
Denis Jodelet conceptualized social representation as “a form of specific knowledge, whose contents manifest the operation of socially characterized generative and functional processes, which designate a form of social thought” (Jodelet, 1984, p. 474). Jean Claude Abric established that social representations are a set of information, beliefs, opinions and attitudes about a specific object or subject (Abric, 2016).


			
In the communications field, Manuel Martín Serrano (2017) proposed that the media perform a mediating function of collective adjustment through the construction and dissemination of information that audiences appropriate by incorporating these data into their worldviews. Representations of the world of individuals emerge from subjective and objective conflicts. The responses of social actors to the events they experience are the result of the representations they build on the symbolic plane; in this construction of meanings, the information they process cognitively plays a central role (Martin Serrano, 2017).


			
In each age and in each society, whatever bursts into reality is cognitively incorporated (Hermida & García, 2016). It is possible to comprehend some of the visions, interpretations and concerns about the social aspects in different moments and spaces. These representations provide elements for the analysis, understanding and explanation of the underlying articulations between what subjects know about their environment and the meanings and knowledge they build in response. Currently, amid the extant digital media, it is common for users to make private information public when reproducing content from social networks that is often repetitive via the same type of cognitive mediation (Martín Serrano, 2017).


			
Communicative products are the result of the mediating task of companies dedicated to the dissemination of information. Based on these, a thematic agenda is established, and the importance of its components is defined, as well as the order and way of transmitting it (McCombs, 1996). These processes form what has been called the theory of framing, which, according to Robert Entman, emerges when choosing “some aspects of the perceived reality, making them more prominent in the communicative text, in such a way that they manage to promote a definition of the particular problem, a causal interpretation, a moral evaluation and/or a recommendation of the treatment for the described matter” (Entman, 1993, cited in Albert Guardiola et al., 2010, p. 53).


			
Narratives against immigration in the media have intensified since the early years of the 21st century; they could constitute an important factor in the increase in hostility among some groups of destination societies toward immigrants. Immigrants have frequently been represented as a threat in both traditional media and on sociodigital networks. Discourse against immigration increases negative emotional reactions toward immigrants (Conzo et al., 2021).


			
In this sense, Van Dijk states the following:


			
				
In the press, information about immigrants and ethnic minorities is often limited to the following types of events: 1) New (illegal) migrants arrive. 2) Political response and policies regarding (new) immigration. 3) Reception problems (housing, etcetera). 4) Social problems (employment, social assistance, etcetera). 5) Population response (presentment, etcetera). 6) Cultural characterization: how are they different? 7) Complications: negative characterization: in what way are they deviant? 8) Centre of interest in threats: violence, crime, drugs, prostitution. 9) Political response: policies to stop immigration, expulsion, etcetera. 10) Integration conflicts. (Van Dijk, 2005, p. 39)


			
			
In a systematic mapping of scientific production regarding the impact of media discourse on irregular migration, the negative construction based “on the social perception of risks, threats and fear” around immigrants in this condition stands out (Albert Guardiola et al., 2010, p. 51). In relation to media constructions of transnational mobility processes and their effects on audiences, there has also been important research (Albert Guardiola et al., 2010; Blinder & Jeannet, 2018; Eberl et al., 2018; Farris & Mohamed, 2018; Harris & Gruenewald, 2020; Kim et al., 2011; Lawlor & Tolley, 2017; Mazzara et al., 2021; Parrott et al., 2019; Van Dijk, 2005), collectively interested in how the media of communication build frames of reference around the focal phenomenon. There have also been proposals to rethink the methods of migration journalism (Retis & Cogo, 2021).


			
The complementary elements of this subsection refer to threat theory (Stephan et al., 1998, 2000, 2005) and the epistemology of enmity, constructed via media communication (Del Valle, 2021). Threat theory is composed of four variables and has been applied in predictions of attitudes toward immigrant groups. According to this theory, four types of threats (realistic, symbolic, intergroup anxiety and negative stereotypes) cause prejudice. The so-called symbolic are threats to the vision of the world of the in-group and constitute the basis of the theories of new symbolic racism; they are coupled with threats of negative stereotypes of the external group; to the extent that these expectations are negative, conflict-laden or unpleasant, such interactions are likely to be anticipated (Stephan et al., 2000, 2005, 1998).


			
Perceiving immigrant groups as threatening, based on prejudice, is one of the reasons why some groups in host communities take hostile positions toward immigrants. In recent decades, many theorists and researchers have suggested that fear and threat perceptions play an important role in the symbolic constructions of external groups in general and toward immigrants in particular as enemies (Stephan et al., 2000, 2005, 1998).


			
For Del Valle (2021), the salient media outlets have found, in their constructions of stories and discourses about difference and otherness, a profitable possibility, the production of enemies as part of a permanent conflict between forces that dispute the meaning and the control of reality. These discursive constructions of the enemy operate as justifications for the implementation of both practices and policies that occur in processes of discrimination and social exclusion. This othercide tends to eliminate the body of the other by embodying difference. It restores new forms of marginalization by competition, by antipathy and by class. Skin color thus includes linguistic repertoires, ways of dressing, customs, religious beliefs, names, music and any other form of expression (Del Valle, 2021).


			
The securitization of borders and the strategies for containing migration flows, through the use of digital devices, are symbolically aligned on the immigrants-threats-enemies axis. Regarding this, Brown (2010) has proposed that neoliberal capitalism, far from creating a world without borders, has caused the proliferation of “walled states: globally today there are 44 physical cross-border walls erected”; moreover, “since 2018, there have been 63 walls [constructed] around the world” (Ruiz Benedicto et al., 2020).


			
				
United States-Mexico digital border. Technological imaginaries, hypervigilance and datafication


				
The concept of “smart borders” appeared for the first time in the Declaration on Smart Borders, signed on December 12, 2001 between the governments of the United States and Canada (United States-Canada Declaration of Smart Borders). This declaration established an action plan that aimed to create a secure border where the free flow of people and trade is facilitated (Desiderio, 2021).


				
On March 22, 2002, presidents George W. Bush and Vicente Fox Quesada announced an agreement to build the “smart border” of the future between the United States and Mexico. This initiative became the central axis of the National Security Strategy. This is how a statement from the White House (Koslowski, 2004) refers to it:


				
					
The border of the future must integrate actions abroad to screen goods and people prior to their arrival in sovereign U.S. territory (…) The use of advanced technology to track the movement of cargo and the entry and exit of individuals is essential to the task of managing the movement of hundreds of millions of individuals, conveyances, and vehicles. (White House in Koslowski, 2004)


				
				
The use of drones for border surveillance began during the Operation Alliance combatting drug smuggling, when U.S. marines piloted these devices along the border with Mexico for three weeks in February 1990. After the attacks on September 11, 2001, U.S. lawmakers called for the use of unmanned aerial vehicles to intercept immigrants crossing the border irregularly. United States Customs and Border Protection (CBP) began using Predator B drones along its northern and southern borders in 2004 (Koslowski & Schulzke, 2018).


				
Mihaela Nedelcu and Ibrahim Soysüren (2020), exploring the constructions of a comprehensive state of the art, recovered a new conceptual repertoire related to the increasing use of technologies for border control: “Hayes and Borderline (2012) used the concept of ‘smart borders’ […] Pötzsch (2018) introduced ‘iBorder/iBordering’ […] Metcalfe and Dencik (2019) used ‘big borders’ […] Amelung and Machado (2019) suggested ‘bioborder’ […]” (Nedelcu & Soysüren, 2020).


				
On the other hand, Chouliaraki and Georgiou have named this a digital border, which “can be understood as changing assemblages of technologies and meanings organized around historically rooted power relations that regulate the internal/external limits of the mobility of migrants through the space and time” (Chouliaraki & Georgiou, 2022, p. 11). These conceptualizations underline the importance of technology within the border control, from a security perspective, proposed by States:


				
					
Alongside the territorial border, the narratives of migration in online news, social networks and institutional web platforms engage in parallel practices of power. Embedded within their own mediation networks, such narratives are also part of the logics of identification and control of the border in the sense that they publicly legitimize certain migration discourses over others and, in doing so, contribute to the biopolitical power relations of human mobility─what we call the symbolic edge. (Chouliaraki & Georgiou, 2022, p. 9)


				
				
The activist collectives Mijente, Just Futures Law and No Border Wall Coalition have shown that


				
					
the digital border wall erected by the U.S. government on its southern border is made up of drones, underground sensors and watchtowers with the ability to detect humans, vehicles and animals in all directions... With facial recognition, location tracking and mobile phone tracking. (Mijente et al., 2021)


				
				
Hence, “Border control has become a practice of data-based knowledge production that serves to facilitate the processes of social classification, risk assessment and prevention” (Leese et al., 2022). Digital data thus emerge as homogenized entities that challenge qualitative differentiation in favor of quantified metrics and divisions. The registry and archive of private data are not accessible or transparent for people on the move. To this end, notably, the monitoring and tracking of dispersed data are a potential risk because these could be used against people during asylum applications (Witteborn, 2022).


				
On the United States-Mexico border, migration therefore takes place within a technological rationality, which is expanded through technological devices that monitor and datafy to monitor mobility within and between territories through media narratives that legitimize control techniques and deterrence by nation states (Chouliaraki & Georgiou, 2022).


				
Irregular migrant and refugee populations have gradually become data subjects. Nationality, gender, educational level, religion and language are thus increasingly the objects of prejudice construction and racialization. This results in the classification of these people as threats and enemies within their host communities. This impacts the access to and possibilities of obtaining fundamental rights that allow their integration. These data symbolically configure the ways in which they build their relationships in their destination society and the viability of building a dignified life (Alencar, n. d.).


			
		

			
Methodology


			
This article reports data generated with qualitative methodology, whose central purpose is the production of descriptive data with written words (Tylor & Bogdan, 1987). This analytical strategy focused on the meanings contained in the media representations that have emerged from the communicative products examined.


			
The specific method used was qualitative content analysis, which entails the use of a set of interpretive procedures across various languages, formats and technological supports. The content analyst extracts meanings and constructs the data as representations of texts, images and expressions created to be read, interpreted and applied. Notably, a narrative approach allows readers to interpret and formulate their own conclusions. These are not generalizable, but they establish connections among events to produce meaning. Qualitative content analysis, in its technical dimension, relies on quantitative patterns (frequencies, word counts, percentages) to obtain greater explanatory power (Coulter & Smith, 2009; Drisko & Maschi, 2015; Krippendorff, 2018; Neuendorf, 2017; Piñuel Raigada, 2002).


			
A search was thus carried out via Chrome and Safari search engines based on seven tags, entered in both Spanish and English: virtual wall, smart border, drones, biometric data, sensors, robots and artificial intelligence. These related to the constructions of a hypervigilated border with digital technologies on the United States-Mexico border. A total of 171 communication products published between 2011 and 2022 were identified, registered by 99 media outlets in digital format and territorialized in various countries, as indicated in Table 1. Subsequently, the volume of textual information contained in these headlines and entries was systematized (subject of main analysis) based on what Van Dijk (2005) has suggested: the headlines and first paragraphs that are best understood and memorized.


			
            [image: Imagen]

            
            
            
			
Qualitative content analysis is based on the conjunction of elements of meaning in large categories, its distinctive feature. Categories refer to the aspects within text that express the meaning thereof in a few words. The evaluation of text is, therefore, restricted to the selected category system (Mayring, 2014). Adopting a narrative approach, a multiplicity of variables was taken into account, which allowed the definition of three large categories and 182 units of analysis, thereby revealing elements of the context and the nuclear meanings of the media representations, the constructions of the digital border between the United States and Mexico.


			
				
Analysis categories


				
a) Technological imaginaries, hypervigilance and datafication (TIHD): information related to innovation and technological development activities is grouped here, as a hypervigilance and datafication strategy. The articulating axis in this type of content is an approach to border securitization based on the use of technological-digital devices tested in military tasks and integrated into border management.


				
b) Immigration as a threat associated with terrorism and/or drug trafficking (ITTD): this category includes publications that link the practices of terrorism and/or drug trafficking with the processes developed by people in an irregular migratory condition. The narratives in this type of journalistic article promote the fear of others or foreigners. They reinforce the symbolic constructions of these as threats and enemies among host communities.


				
c) Counternarratives, resistance and activism against hypervigilance (CARH): these publications are related to units of meaning that promote critical positions and voices regarding the use of technological devices to detain, datafy and track people in irregular migration status. They appeal to the defense of human rights in general and to the privacy and protection of personal data in particular.


				
The largest volume of journalistic production was concentrated in technological imaginaries, hypervigilance and datafication, as 44.50% of the records corresponded to this topic, compared to 32.97% for ITTD topics. Finally, the CARH category registered 22.52%, as illustrated in Table 2.
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In each of the phases, the process was documented through memos, notes and diagrams. For this article, the constructions of qualitative textual data were prioritized and the salient inferences, reported in the following results section, were interwoven.


			
		

			
Results and discussion


			
The results demonstrate that media representations have effects on the elaborations of meaning in the worlds in which audiences live, in the sense that changes in events such as those experienced with these processes of digital surveillance and datafication in border management have generated the need for knowledge and adaptation on the part of a host society and people in irregular migratory status.


			
The stories in digital media and discursive productions on social networks comprise one of the main sources of knowledge of common sense, of the attitudes and ideologies of both citizens of the Global North and of social groups in conditions of greater precariousness in the Global South, who forcibly or voluntarily migrate to cosmopolitan cities in search of work and a decent life (Jodelet, 1997; Martín Serrano, 2017, 2019; Martín Serrano & Velarde, 2015; Moscovici, 1988; Van Dijk, 2005).


			
				
Technological imaginaries, hypervigilance and datafication


				
The symbolic productions, identified by each year, regarding technological devices reveal an imaginary timeline regarding the centrality of technological developments for military use, adapted to border security, and their evolution in the media agenda, as shown in Figure 1.


				
Drones and sensors were the first devices that the U.S. government used on its southern border to contain irregular migratory flows. Between 2011 and 2022, 22 articles related to the use of drones and 32 related to the use of sensors were published. Between 2018 and 2022, biometric data equipment, via 58 articles, and ground support robots, via 30 communicative products, were the devices that occupied the greatest part of the media agenda.


				
This shows that as of 2018, in the territorial dimension, there had been greater investment in devices for the extraction, storage and various nontransparent uses of personal data, a border management strategy. In the symbolic dimension, a growth in discursive production and in public interest regarding these issues is visible, especially among groups in American society, where most (54) of the 99 digital media analyzed are based and have the greatest influence. Between 2011 and 2022, there was a transition from a hypervigilated border to a datafication border. Personal data began to be collected to later track the movements of immigrants and perform tasks such as locating mobile phones.
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The framing of the construction of the digital border, of central interest in this article, was based on a technophilic rationality, supported by a wealth of linguistic labels on grandiloquent characteristics and security action exacerbating the power of technological tools: powerful arsenal, giant airships, powerful sensors, force multiplier, gigantic database, secure and streamline, and automate decisions. In the informational timeline, these elements comprise part of the initial narrative:


				
					
To reinforce security on the border with Mexico, the deployment of hot air balloons, aircraft, watchtowers and surveillance sensors is planned in the next two years… indicated Michael McCaul, leader of the House of Representatives Committee on Internal Security. [...] in the second week of September, the project will be resumed so that more equipment that was used in Afghanistan and Iraq is now sent immediately to the border with Mexico to reinforce security. (Gómora, 2014)


				
				
This discursive base was oriented, from the beginning, toward reinforcing security at the border with new technologies that had been tested in war scenarios. This is a way to “militarize” border management. A specialized topic in science and technology, the journalistic accounts of general sections (for non-expert audiences) typically address it without delving into the characteristics or implications of its use. A sense of futurism prevails and is projected as a deterrence strategy, directed at diasporas:


				
					
A virtual wall is strengthened on the border between the United States and Mexico and goes unnoticed. It is a barrier created in the United States from the use of technology to detect drugs, weapons, migrants and money and prevent their passage to that country from Mexico. [...] The subject is not talked about much, there is even already a competition in pilot programs for a virtual wall. This will work with sensors, radars, and video surveillance cameras. (Expansión, 2017)


				
				
					
According to the United States Government Audit Office, between 2003 and 2007, approximately 7 500 sensors were purchased to be planted along the border with Mexico. These are used to establish movement detection perimeters and are of the same type as those used in Afghanistan [...] these devices have been used since the 1970s, but can now be the size of a grain of rice, recharged with solar energy and be operational for decades. [...] The work of the sensors was recently joined by the “ghosts of the desert”, the name by which Predator drones, capable of locating people and vehicles from a height of 6 000 meters, are known to some on this border. (Aradas, 2021)


				
				
The textual presentation of these new forms of migration control appeals to cinematographic images of military invasion or wartime conflict. High-powered technological arsenals with qualities typical of nanotechnology thus increase the capabilities of the forces that patrol the border. It is a narrative aimed at U.S. communities that experience fear and feel threatened by those who come from outside. They live in fear of others. Additionally, it is a representation of the strength of the State. It is also communicated to the groups of irregular immigrants, indicating that their passage through the border will be increasingly complicated and that they are being watched from thousands of meters away on their journeys. The symbolic border is based on migration narratives that largely mobilize reductionist formulas of us and them, consolidating stereotypical stances of otherness (Chouliaraki & Georgiou, 2022, p. 11).


				
As noted above, such technological innovations have evolved toward datafication and tracking. The use of artificial intelligence and biometric databases are therefore intended to provide a new symbolism of robustness to surveillance and security at the United  States border with Mexico:


				
					
Artificial intelligence (AI) is an important component of migration management... they invest in artificial intelligence algorithms to automate decisions about asylum and visa applications and refugee resettlement. Meanwhile, real-time data collected from migrants by various smart border solutions and virtual walls, such as satellites, drones, and sensors, are evaluated by AI algorithms at the border. [...] On the border between the United States and Mexico, for example, the Customs and Border Protection (CBP) is using artificial intelligence, military drones with facial recognition technologies, thermal imaging and fake cell phone towers to monitor migrants even before they reach the border. They can listen to conversations between migrants, try to identify them by their faces, check their social media accounts and locate people trying to cross borders. (Kokmaz, 2020)


				
				
This digital practice evokes technological imaginaries and shapes lived realities. These data constitute fundamental discursive units in daily practice; moreover, they evoke technological imaginaries that contribute to classification, ranking and exclusion. In more ways than one, such data shape the realities experienced by immigrants. For this reason, border datafication and big data analysis are key to migration management from a state security perspective (Witteborn, 2022).


				
This suggestion is illustrated by some key fragments from the analyzed journalistic accounts: “The U.S. government is implementing a new facial recognition system on the southern border that would record images of people in vehicles entering and leaving the country” [...] (Levin, 2018); “The government led by Biden has begun, in recent weeks, to use a cell phone application [...] this tool has facial recognition services and allows storing private information on immigrants who try to access the country” (Noticias Telemundo, 2021); and “The United States government wants to extend the collection of biometric data required to immigrants, which would include DNA samples and facial, iris and voice recognition […]” (Forbes Staff, 2020).


				
One of the most recent topics in the media agenda, which has caused wide controversy due to its ethical implications, is a technological innovation that will soon be applied in surveillance tasks in the border area between the United States and Mexico. Specifically, field practices were carried out and disseminated in the media, occurring on the border between California, United States, and Baja California, Mexico, at the beginning of 2022:


				
					
Ghost Robotics is not without controversy. In a previous alliance with the defense company Sword International, it displayed one of its robotic pets armed with a rifle and a thermal camera. Therefore, it is not surprising that the government agency wanted to clarify in a statement that, on this occasion, the mission of the robots will be to scan and record the terrain. They will not be equipped with weapons but with cameras and sensors that will help them monitor the border. [...] With this strategic move, the United States ensures that it will strengthen security in cities bordering Mexico and help protect immigration agents. (Ortega, 2022)


				
				
					
The government is developing stair-climbing and rock-climbing ‘robot dogs’ to support Customs and Border Protection (CBP) agents in policing the dangerous and inhospitable border with Mexico. (EFE, 2022)


				
				
					
Officials praised the robots’ potential as a ‘force multiplier’ that could increase the safety of Border Patrol agents by reducing their exposure to life-threatening hazards. (Shoichet, 2022)


				
				
					
It is not known whether these robot dogs will ever come to guard the border through which the migrants cross […] Do not be surprised if in the future we see the robot ‘Fido’ on the ground, walking alongside the CBP staff. (AFP, 2022)


				
				
Taken together, technophilic communicative productions thus stand out via an optimistic vision of the application of technological devices in border security. In general, such narratives highlight the investment in and operation of these digital tools and their military use as a panacea for containing irregular migratory flows, reducing drug trafficking and combating terrorism on the southern border of the United States.


			
			
				
Immigration as a threat associated with terrorism and/or drug trafficking


				
In this category, the associations established in a textual way configure senses of a comparable threat between “terrorist subjects”, “drug traffickers” and migrants in an irregular condition. As the following excerpt states, “Department officials stated that they would test the models in the coming months to determine which one works best to stop illegal migration and drug trafficking in the border area [...]” (Nixon, 2017b). The differences in the causes, purposes, patterns and characteristics of the practices of criminal mafias and those of migrants in their attempt to enter through the southern border of the United States are not distinguished or made explicit.


				
The attacks on September 11, 2001, in the United States, marked the beginning of a new era of border security and cutting-edge technology. The National Strategy for National Security took a turn toward policies that seek to push the borders of the United States beyond its territorial limits (Koslowski, 2004):


				
					
[…] The Southern Border Program, a strategy that officially sought to guarantee the safety of migrants. [...] His actions included avoiding the use of freight trains to travel north and operations against gangs and human traffickers. [...] A temporary stay program was also established for migrant workers, especially from Guatemala. (Najar, 2018)


				
				
					
Hoyt, a border patrol agent, is using equipment from the Department of Defense brought from Afghanistan, where it was used to track the Taliban. It is part of a powerful arsenal that also includes towers, drones and aerostats: giant airships attached to the ground that can rise up to 1 500 meters. Helicopters with powerful infrared sensors and video cameras also patrol heights. (Nixon, 2017a)


				
				
Borders “concentrate, in their trajectories of historicity, data on how power regimes emerge and change over time (in the context of ‘crisis’ and ‘postcrisis’)” (Chouliaraki & Georgiou, 2022, p. 11). After the attack on the Twin Towers in New York in 2001, statements of exception scenarios emerged that empowered experts in the global market malaise to become experts in the state security malaise (Longo, 2017, and Amoore, 2013, in Nedelcu & Soysüren, 2020).


				
The above affirms why in the media representations of this digital border, the voices of representatives of digital technology companies stand out along with the opinions of representatives of the U.S. national security forces; they are the only information sources of the narratives disseminated. They make use of specialized technicalities that render descriptions of the potential of techno-digital arsenals inscrutable to shield the border from the threat of terrorists, drug traffickers and people with irregular mobility:


				
					
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) will pay surveillance software company Trust Stamp $7.2 million annually to develop technology to track immigrants, new federal documents show. [...] The Trust Stamp’s contract, which was renewed in April, is expected to provide ice with 10 000 smartphones that include the company’s application with facial recognition and GPS tracking, according to the documents. (Haskins, 2022)


				
				
The linguistic labels identified in this category highlight criminalization and symbolic construction as a threat: “[…] High-tech surveillance equipment is an example of technology applied in battles in Iraq and Afghanistan, which could be useful to detect the crossing of drug traffickers, arms traffickers and illegal aliens” (Gómora, 2014); “According to agent Brett Becker of the CBP Innovation Team […], along the border, agents face smugglers of people, drugs, firearms or weapons of mass destruction” (Zavala, 2022). In addition,


				
					
Unconventional technology includes agent-controlled robots to explore the many tunnels under the border for drugs and other smuggling. The robots were originally designed to inspect vehicles for bombs and other devices. (Ordoñez, 2022)


				
				
Finally, a smaller part of this volume of media discursive production is oriented toward the dissemination of transnational criminal groups’ use of weapons and digital technologies in the confines of the southern border of the United States. This latent threat, reflected in journalistic narratives and on sociodigital networks, justifies the large investments and strengthening of policies for the construction of the digital border, as confirmed by the content analysis: “Catapults, cannons, ramps, drones and sophisticated tunnels [...] Traffickers of drugs and other illegal products have found multiple ways to evade the current border wall” (Brooks, 2016). Furthermore,


				
					
Smugglers use video cameras and small drones to detect vulnerabilities along the United States-Mexico border, and the Department of Homeland Security is fighting to stop them. [...] Reports of drones flying along the southwestern border have skyrocketed in recent months, [...] officials say they are concerned that criminal groups are using the plane for surveillance as they search for roads to traffic drugs and other illicit materials into the United States. (Harkins, 2018)


				
			
			
				
Counternarratives, resistance and activism against hypervigilance


				
As Chouliaraki and Georgiou (2022) have pointed out, one of the key operations of the digital border is its dialectic of resistance, configured by the spaces that assemblages open for migrants to challenge the effects of border power (Chouliaraki & Georgiou, 2022, p. 11). In this category, unlike the previous two, whose only sources of information were representatives of high-tech companies, the national security system and U.S. legislators, here, some voices from a critical perspective question and evaluate the effects of the use of technological devices to detain, datafy and track people in irregular migratory status. This view falls under a human rights defense approach. The following excerpts reveal these dialectical forms of resistance:


				
					
Privacy advocates have raised concerns about drones since they were introduced at the borders in 2006, noting that there is a possibility that innocent people will be surveyed under no suspicion. Lothar Eckardt, executive director of the national agency for aviation security operations, said law-abiding citizens have nothing to worry about and that cameras cannot capture details such as license plates or faces. (AP, 2014)


				
				
					
Guadalupe Correa Cabrera, a professor at the University of Texas Rio Grande Valley and a fellow at the Wilson Center in Washington, said that the accumulation of technology on the border had transformed quiet cities, where people moved freely across the border, into zones of mass surveillance. […] Every movement of residents is documented and cataloged, he said, which erodes the privacy of local residents. (Nixon, 2017a)


				
				
Stances against digital hypervigilance based on drones, electronic shackles and data collection systems argue that these could potentially be more threatening in border security contexts than in military conflicts due to their different degrees of scrutiny. These technological devices not only evidence a process of technological transfer from the military to the security forces at the borders; the transfer of social, cultural and political practices is also apparent; this could undermine human rights (Koslowski & Schulzke, 2018). ICE thus works with the following companies to collect information on migrants:


				
					
RAVEn [Repository for Analytics in a Virtualized Environment] is controversial due to the breadth and depth of the information it will collect to track and, in some cases, possibly arrest or deport migrants. [...] Microsoft declined to comment. Amazon, Google and ICE did not respond to requests for comments. (Haskins, 2021)


				
				
					
The agency has worked for years with BI Inc. and SmartLINK, which provide ankle monitors and smartphones with registration applications that have facial recognition, voice recognition and GPS tracking [...] These tracking devices have left people with bruises and injuries and have frequently failed, according to a recent report by the Miami Herald [...]. (Haskins, 2022)


				
				
Organizations and groups of pro-immigrant activists were initially and particularly concerned about the privacy of families whose houses rest on the border between Mexico and the United States; drones piloting neighborhood areas and the placement of cameras were denounced as attempts to deny civil liberties:


				
					
Now you cannot be sure that no one is looking at you, said Jay Stanley of the American Civil Liberties Union. Americans will have to wonder if our enthusiasm for capturing illegal immigrants is worth sacrificing our freedoms. (Booth, 2011)


				
				
With the evolution from a digital border focused on hypervigilance to one occupied with datafication, the fears and responses of activist groups became directed toward opacity in the handling of personal data. The implementation of biometric data capture tools “has forced some U. S. citizens to undergo the biometric system of facial recognition. [...] no person should be subjected to such an invasive biometric scan [...] raises profound concerns about civil liberties [...]” (Cancino, 2022). Hence,


				
					
Because BI is a private company, advocates note that there is little information about how the biometric and location data it collects through its Smartlink app are managed. The company’s privacy policy also provides little additional information. BI encourages the exchange of information among its various law enforcement clients and allows its employees to access any historical migrant registration information. (Cortés, 2022)


				
				
To close this section, some critical narratives on the use of robot dogs, announced and widely disseminated in 2022, noted the following: “The government must retract this dangerous proposal, and the Biden administration must stop our country’s slide toward an anti-immigrant dystopia, warned the ACLU advocacy group” (Redacción AN & FPR, 2022); “The details about the tests seemed to surprise some people, prompting a wave of reactions on social media comparing the images with dystopian scenes from science fiction shows like Black Mirror“ (Shoichet, 2022).


				
Pro-immigrant activists thus stated that the implementation of a surveillance strategy using robot dogs lacks humanity: “[...] Still an American migration officer, a human being, a person, has some sensitivity to migrants, but a robot, it would be very catastrophic if an accident were to happen, said José García, director of the Youth 2000 shelter in Tijuana [...]” (Zavala, 2022); “The patrol robot dog was not well received by civil rights activists [...] they fear that their control tasks will lead to surveillance of people living near the border area without their consent” (Smith, 2022).


				
Such border surveillance pushes migrants to take longer and more dangerous routes to avoid detection, which has resulted in more deaths in the desert:


				
					
Multiple investigations show that there is a significant correlation between the location of technological surveillance devices on the border, with the routes taken by migrants and the places of human remains recovered in the southern Arizona Desert. (Norton in Mijente et al., 2021)


				
				
For these groups of activists, the digital border is part of the same logic, one of militarization, deportation, hypervigilance and datafication. To call this a “smart” solution is to ignore the perverse effects of its application (Mijente et al., 2021).


				
In the following section, some final considerations are noted, delineating axes for the understanding of sociocultural phenomena linked to digital borders and irregular migratory movements, particularly, the constructions of media representations of these processes in the context of globalization.


			
		

			
Conclusions


			
The United States-Mexico border has historically been represented as an attractive border: a place of extreme situations; a territory of commercial interdependence; a borderline area of prosperity for those who perceive it from the South and a scene of threats and risks for those who imagine it from the North. The migratory processes in this cross-border area, when analyzed in light of the inextricable context of globalization, show a multiplicity of contradictions and kinds of resistance, which have accentuated gaps in inequality and human rights violations (Estévez, 2017; Méndez Fierros & Reyes Piñuelas, 2021).


			
Technological development and the digitization of human life have gained significant scholarly relevance, together with the diversification of transnational migratory flows, the increase in drug trafficking and some xenophobic movements against groups of immigrants in an irregular condition.


			
The objective of this article has been to determine and interpret, through qualitative content analysis, how 99 media outlets publishing 171 products between 2011 and 2022 informed the construction of the digital border between the United States and Mexico. It has concluded that immigrants in an irregular condition were represented under a triadic discursive association: immigrants-threats-enemies. These symbolic elaborations have been resignified by key actors and various groups of citizens in destination communities. New forms of stigmatization emerged from these sources built on prejudices and stereotypes. The construction of enmity narratives and representations has gradually turned out to be efficient, silent and effective.


			
The publication of topics that express the association of migrants in an irregular condition with a set of transnational security problems such as drug trafficking, human trafficking, arms smuggling and terrorism is noteworthy. They are included in the same imaginary. However, in no cases were the differences in the causes, purposes, patterns and characteristics between the practices of criminal mafias and those of migrants made explicit.


			
The symbolic production of the irregular migrant as a threat and enemy, as well as the constructions of imaginaries on the power of technologies that hypermonitor and datafy, has justified the establishment of securitization policies focused on the million-dollar investments of technological devices to strengthen the digital border.


			
Technology is political; therefore, any response to the increase in the use of digital technologies at the border is a response of political power. Digital surveillance occurs in two dimensions: symbolically, via the production of representations and imaginaries, and in the practical-material dimension via the operation of digital devices in geographic territories.


			
The analyzed media representations allow us to conclude that the United States-Mexico border mutated between 2011 and 2022, from a territorially and digitally hypervigilated border to a datafication border. Technological innovations have evolved toward datafication and tracking. Currently, personal data are being collected to track the later movements of immigrants and perform tasks such as locating mobile phones. This use of artificial intelligence and biometric databases is intended to provide a new symbolism of robustness to surveillance and security at the U.S. border with Mexico.


			
Accordingly, the communicative productions based on a technophilic rationality stand out, centered around the promise that the application of technological devices in border securitization constitutes a panacea for the containment and elimination of irregular migratory flows.


			
The communicative products analyzed also reveal the null participation of people in irregular migratory status, as sources of information, within these journalistic stories. They have been regularly constructed on the basis of prejudices and stereotypes in statements, mostly from government sources in charge of national security and from executives of technology companies with clear economic-political interests in the digital border.


			
Any publications explaining the context of transnational migration processes are also null. Political ungovernability, structural violence, extreme poverty and the effects of climate change do not appear in the analyzed media representations. This reduces the possibilities for understanding a phenomenon of enormous complexity, such as the forced mobility or irregular migration of those seeking work and a decent life beyond geographical borders. A technological process of transfer from the military to security at borders is evident; this also involves the transfer of social, cultural and political practices, which could undermine human rights (Koslowski & Schulzke, 2018).


			
Finally, the media representations that have been analyzed show that with the evolution of a digital border focused on hypervigilance to one occupied in datafication, the fears and responses of activist groups have been directed toward opacity in the handling of personal data and the violation of human rights.


			
The precarious conditions that have led to the processes of economic globalization and the effects of climate change that are experienced cyclically in various geographic areas of the American continent will continue to drive migration to the United States. Likewise, investment and the strengthening of digital borders, together with technological spectacularization, will tend to strengthen in the immediate future. These phenomena invite us to continue working on an interdisciplinary research agenda that explains the intersections of these factors with communication processes and digital mediation, fostering new understandings of the problems that arise from border dynamics, such as immigration policies, economic disparities and cultural differences.
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Notes



1 A person who is moving or has moved across an international border and has not been authorized to enter or remain in a State in accordance with the laws of that State and the international agreements to which that State is a party. Adapted from the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families (adopted on 18 December 1990 and entered into force on 1 July 2003), art. 5 (International Migration Law, 2019).
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figura-1.jpg
Figure 1. Evolution of the presence of technological devices in symbolic constructions of the
digital border between the United States and Mexico

50
45 ®
40
35
30 ® ® Drones

® Biometric data equipment
25

® Sensors
20 © Robots
15 ® Artificial Intelligence
10 ® 2] ® Smart border /Virtual Wall

]
5 *t e °
v

0 Ooﬁ.il"oo'
2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020 2022 2024

Source: author, based on content analysis





tabla-2.jpg
Table 2. Units of analysis by category: Media representations and constructions of a digital
border between the United States and Mexico, 2011-2022
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Source: author, on the basis of the content analysis
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tabla-1.jpg
Table 1. Number of products analyzed and media outlets by country of territorialization

Country Media outlets Products analyzed
United States bt 102
Mexico 30 43
Spain 6 7
Venezuela 2 2
Switzerland 2 4
United Kingdom 2 9
Peru 1 1
Cuba 1 2
Argentina 1 1
Total 99 171

Source: by author
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