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Abstract

This article analyzes the transformation of Colchane, a border town located in 
Chile on the border with Bolivia, into a laboratory of migratory governmen-
tality between 2020 and 2025. Using a multi-sited ethnographic approach, 
semi-structured interviews with key actors and participant observation across 
three phases of fieldwork, the study examines the control regimes implement-
ed by the Chilean state in collaboration with international organizations and 
ngos. Three successive reconfigurations of the border space are identified: a 
space of health immunization, a space of humanitarian control and a militarized 
border, accompanied by migrant subjectivities—victim, beneficiary and detain-
ee—that coexist with practices of freedom. The article contributes theoretically 
by linking studies of migration and border regimes with Foucauldian govern-
mentality, bringing to light micro-practices of control and subjectivation that 
macrostructural analyses often overlook. Although the study of a single border 
node limits generalizability, it is argued that Colchane condenses and anticipates 
broader regional dynamics of control over forced mobility in South America.

Keywords: migration and border regime, governmentality, Chile-Bolivia border, 
Colchane.

Resumen

Este artículo analiza la transformación de Colchane, localidad fronteriza ubicada 
en Chile en el límite con Bolivia, en un laboratorio de gubernamentalidad migra-
toria entre 2020 y 2025. Mediante un enfoque etnográfico multisituado, entrevis-
tas semiestructuradas a actores clave y observación participante en tres etapas de 
trabajo de campo, se examinan los regímenes de control implementados por el 
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Estado chileno junto a organismos internacionales y ong. Se identifican tres reconfigu-
raciones sucesivas del espacio fronterizo: espacio de inmunización sanitaria, espacio de 
control humanitario y frontera militarizada, acompañadas de subjetividades migrantes 
—víctima, beneficiario y detenido— que coexisten con prácticas de libertad. El artículo 
contribuye teóricamente al unir los estudios de regímenes de migración y fronteras con 
la gubernamentalidad foucaultiana, visibilizando microprácticas de control y subjetiva-
ción que los análisis macroestructurales suelen omitir. Aunque el estudio de un único 
nodo fronterizo limita la generalización, se sostiene que Colchane condensa y anticipa 
dinámicas regionales más amplias de control de la movilidad forzada en Sudamérica.

Palabras clave: régimen de migración y fronteras, gubernamentalidad, frontera Chile-
Bolivia, Colchane.

Introduction

Colchane is “an artificial town”, as described by two professors who have worked in this 
area between Chile and Bolivia for more than 30 years and who live alongside Aymara 
communities scattered across the Altiplano. This area spans two nation-states but cons-
titutes a single sociocultural and ecological space (Díaz & Stefoni, 2023).

This town was founded in 1970 and was originally named Los Cóndores until 1979, 
when, under the Chilean civil-military dictatorship (1973-1989), it was renamed Col-
chane. A border checkpoint staffed by military, police and customs personnel was es-
tablished there.

The settlement has a fluctuating population consisting of staff from the health cli-
nic, the police station (Carabineros), military personnel, investigative police (who in 
Chile also enforce immigration laws) and border complex staff. The local population 
moves back and forth between Chile and Bolivia; many leave their homes empty for 
months and return in accordance with the agricultural cycle. Including both tempo-
rary and permanent residents, the population has never exceeded 790 people (Institu-
to Nacional de Estadísticas, n. d.).

In Colchane and surrounding areas, there has always been a lot of activity: the Ay-
mara border community is constantly on the move, with people coming and going be-
tween the towns of Colchane in Chile and Pisiga Bolívar in Bolivia. In Chile, “school is 
better”, says the mother of a Bolivian Aymara boy who attends school in Colchane, but 
in Bolivia, “things are cheaper”, she adds. In Chile, goods—mainly from China—can 
be purchased in the duty-free zone of the coastal city of Iquique, four hours from Col-
chane, and resold in Bolivia, sometimes without passing through customs. However, in 
Pisiga Bolívar, there is a greater supply of food, gas and medicinal herbs than on the 
Chilean side (C. Stefoni, 2022, field notes). The only main road, which was paved in 
the 2000s, is almost always congested with cargo trucks lining up and waiting to cross 
the border complex with goods to and from Bolivia, Brazil and Paraguay, connecting 
South America with Asia through the duty-free zone (Stefoni et al., 2021; Tapia Ladino 
& Quinteros Rojas, 2023).

In this border region, the movement of people and goods—whether legal or ille-
gal, formal or informal—was a dynamic that had not attracted political or media at-
tention until recently. Although the first measures to secure the border were taken 
in 2018, in 2020 Colchane became the focus of public attention due to international 
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migration—primarily Venezuelans—entering Chile through the area surrounding the 
town amid the COVID-19 pandemic.

This article takes the pandemic as its starting point, but it is not the article’s pri-
mary focus. The effects of the pandemic on migration and border issues have been 
well documented for this border area (Liberona Concha et al., 2024; Stefoni et al., 
2023; Tapia Ladino & Quinteros Rojas, 2023). Here, the pandemic is viewed as a tur-
ning point from which a longer-term trend toward the securitization of borders and 
migration (Ramos & Tapia Ladino, 2024) has accelerated and taken root, leading 
toward the militarization of the border area.

Attention is focused on Colchane because in less than five years—between 2020 
and 2025—it emerged as a “hyper-border space” (Guizardi et al., 2015), where 
global dynamics of borderization materialize and converge, both in the national 
context and within the broader Latin American region. Thus, this “artificial” town 
serves, in analytical terms, as a laboratory for the governmentality of “undesired” 
international migration (Agier, 2008).

This paper aims to examine the reconfiguration of forms of control—or govern-
mentality—over unwanted mobility along the Chile-Bolivia border, using the case of 
Colchane on the Chilean side, to understand how this border area has become a labo-
ratory of migration governmentality that condenses and anticipates broader regional 
dynamics of control over forced mobility in South America. To this end, the article 
integrates the framework of migration and border regimes with studies of governmen-
tality, thereby enabling an analysis of the technologies of power deployed, the migrant 
subjectivities produced, and the tensions arising from the progressive securitization of 
the border—between militarization and humanitarianism—which are redefining the 
contemporary border experience in the region.

For this purpose, the study will examine a series of border management mecha-
nisms—such as specific, localized technologies—that took shape in Colchane, where 
traditional border activity began to intersect with what Domenech and Dias (2020) 
refer to as migration and border regimes in South America.

This research is based on fieldwork conducted in three distinct phases and research 
contexts: in 2020-2021, through semi-structured interviews and ethnographic observa-
tions conducted in Colchane with government officials involved in managing this bor-
der; in 2022, through ethnographic participant observation at the Initial Reception 
Center, established by the government in collaboration with unhcr; and between 2023 
and 2025, through field visits and semi-structured interviews with key informants who 
live or work in Colchane.

The first part of this paper contextualizes the case of Colchane within the fra-
mework of global reconfigurations of migration and border control and their specific 
South American characteristics. It then briefly presents the conceptual framework. 
The concept of the migration and border regime (mbr) is introduced to identify ins-
titutional actors and practices of control by characterizing the mbr of which Colchane 
is a part. This perspective on mbrs is integrated with concepts drawn from studies on 
governmentality, which enable an analysis of technologies of power and subject posi-
tions within the specific control mechanisms in which the fieldwork is conducted.

The text then pauses to address methodological considerations, explaining the 
conditions under which the interviews and ethnographic observation were conducted. 
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In the fourth section, the analysis focuses on what are identified as three successive—
yet intertwined—reconfigurations of the Colchane border space: a space of immuni-
zation, a space of humanitarian control and a space of militarized border. The paper 
concludes with a brief genealogy of the transformations in the forms of governmenta-
lity of migration and the border experienced in Colchane. Furthermore, it highlights 
how this case study might engage in dialogue with other cases in the region, as well as 
the study’s limitations and future directions.

Changes to migration and border control policies

In the early decades of the 21st century, global migration patterns have been mar-
ked by a structural tension: on the one hand, an intensification, diversification and 
increased visibility of human mobility; on the other, a sustained expansion of control 
policies implemented throughout the 20th century. Latin America has not been im-
mune to this global trend (Rivera Sánchez et al., 2023). Although it has historically 
been a region of migration reception, departure and transit, over the past 25 years it 
has experienced a reorganization of its migration flows under the combined weight of 
political crises, economic collapses (such as in Haiti and Venezuela), extreme violence 
(particularly in Colombia and Mexico) and a geopolitical reconfiguration of border 
control focused on security.

The global order following September 11, 2001, contributed decisively to this trans-
formation. The consolidation of a security-based paradigm surrounding migration led 
to the strengthening of international geopolitical borders, the externalization of mi-
gration controls and the legitimization of discourses that associate the mobility of 
impoverished and racialized groups with threats to social order, cultural identity, so-
vereignty and national security. In this context, borders—far from diminishing—are 
multiplying, being externalized, decentralized and redefined as mobile mechanisms 
of selection and exclusion (Alscher, 2005; Casas-Cortes et al., 2015; De Genova, 2017; 
Mezzadra & Neilson, 2013; Ramos & Tapia Ladino, 2024; Salter, 2006). There is thus 
a strong trend toward the re-borderization of nation-states, a resurgence of nationalist 
rhetoric, new legislative frameworks, the deployment of armed forces in border areas 
and investment in surveillance—all aimed at creating political technologies of dete-
rrence, containment and expulsion, which are sometimes accompanied by humanita-
rian practices and discourses.

In Latin America, while the United States remains the most popular destination for 
migrants, intraregional migration has gained momentum in recent years, particularly 
from crisis-stricken countries such as Venezuela, Haiti and Colombia, toward countries 
like Argentina, Chile, Ecuador and Peru. For many, mobility has become a survival 
strategy in the face of extreme poverty, the dismantling of social, civil and human 
rights, unemployment and the expansion of extractive projects that displace entire 
populations from their territories (Rivera Sánchez et al., 2023). Although these move-
ments often qualify as forced mobility (Freitez, 2019)—as people are fleeing violence, 
poverty and rights violations—the international protection system fails to provide a 
robust response capable of safeguarding these individuals (Brumat et al., 2018).

Regulatory frameworks in some Latin American countries have undergone signi-
ficant reforms following the democratization processes of the 1990s and later, driven 
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by progressive governments. Although these legal advances are enshrined in human 
rights legislation (as in Argentina and Ecuador), they have coexisted with institu-
tional practices that perpetuate exclusion, repression and discrimination (Dome-
nech, 2020). This tension between human rights discourse, humanitarianism and 
policies to control unwanted mobility has been analyzed as part of a “human-faced” 
migration governance model, in which protection-oriented approaches are combi-
ned with punitive and selective measures (Basualdo, 2021; Domenech, 2013; Rivera 
Sánchez et al., 2023).

In countries such as Chile, border security policies have been tightened since the 
pandemic began, especially in the northern part of the country, which has historically 
been porous and characterized by cross-border activity. The state has resorted to dual 
narratives that oscillate between compassion toward certain migrants categorized as 
vulnerable and the criminalization of those labeled as a threat, thereby reinforcing a 
perception of danger associated with specific nationalities or racialized groups (Dufraix 
Tapia et al., 2020; Ramos & Tapia Ladino, 2024; Stang & Stefoni, 2016; Stefoni et 
al., 2023). Consequently, the increased presence of border security, particularly since 
the onset of the pandemic, has transformed this border space and the relations it 
establishes with those who cross it daily.

The following section presents the conceptual framework for analyzing the specific 
case of Colchane, which—while retaining its local distinctiveness—fits within the glo-
bal and regional context outlined here.

Managing unwanted mobility

Migration and border regimes: actors and control policies

Colchane has been politically constructed as a focal point of a “migration crisis” 
through the actions of various actors, primarily the state, but also international orga-
nizations such as the International Organization for Migration (iom) and the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (unhcr), as well as the dominant national 
media, which portray this area as a border in crisis that needs to be controlled.

Studies on migration and border regimes in South America (Alscher, 2005; Basual-
do et al., 2019; Domenech, 2017; Naranjo Giraldo, 2014; Rivera Sánchez et al., 2023) 
are critical to analyzing this management and control process. In these studies, the 
concept of the migration and border regime is used in two ways. On the one hand, 
it is highlighted as an abstract concept referring to the logic of managing human 
movement, where a regime is not a fixed structure but a dynamic assemblage, cons-
tantly contested by migrant and pro-migrant struggles, and structured around tense 
relations between state actors, international organizations and people on the move 
(Domenech, 2021). On the other hand, it serves as a descriptive tool, in which the 
migration and border regime is used to identify and characterize different dominant 
patterns in migration and border control across various regions of Latin America (in 
South America, Central America and Mexico and the Caribbean), reflecting a global 
logic of migration control that is becoming internationalized and manifesting itself in 
regional variations.
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This characterization underscores the emergence of a South American framework 
for migration and border control (Domenech, 2025), which involves regional mecha-
nisms (such as the South American Conference on Migration, the Mercosur Residen-
ce Agreement, the Quito Group, etceter), as well as interstate collaboration and the 
participation of international organizations involved in control and humanitarian aid 
(iom, unhcr, unicef).

The regionalization of the global migration control regime in South America is 
evident in restrictive and repressive measures that had been in place for a long time 
but gained greater impact and coordination following the Venezuelan exodus of 2017. 
In the case of Chile, three elements are cited as marking this trend—first, the visa 
requirement for certain nationalities. Prior to 2018, most Latin American nationalities 
did not require an entry visa; however, in 2012, Chile established a visa requirement 
for Dominican nationals and then, starting in 2018, for Venezuelans and Haitians 
(Dufraix Tapia et al., 2020). These restrictions led to increased use of unauthorized 
crossings along high-altitude routes, such as Colchane on the Chile-Bolivia border. 
It was here that the first deaths were recorded due to hypothermia, altitude-related 
illnesses, or accidents during the crossing (Stefoni & Díaz, 2025).

A second factor is the implementation of repressive measures such as border tur-
nbacks and deportations. In Chile, starting in 2019—particularly for Venezuelan na-
tionals—there has been an increase in so-called “border turnbacks”. These are people 
who, upon arriving at a border checkpoint, are denied entry, either because they can-
not prove they have sufficient financial resources or because officials refuse them en-
try. Ramos and Tapia Ladino note that: “during 2019, border rejections tripled, rising 
from 10 667 to more than 34 000” (Ramos & Tapia Ladino, 2024, p. 13).

Deportations are another control mechanism that has been on the rise. The same 
authors note that administrative deportation orders—issued for irregular entry—
have increased, primarily affecting Venezuelan nationals (2012-2021). Nonetheless, 
the increase in deportation orders does not translate into actual deportations due 
to the financial cost this entails for the government; consequently, this population 
finds itself in a situation of greater precariousness and faces greater difficulties in 
social integration.

A third factor is the denial of asylum, which primarily affects Haitian, Dominican, 
Cuban and Venezuelan nationals (Liberona Concha & López San Francisco, 2018). 
According to the findings of Cociña-Cholaky and Liberona, “In Chile, from 2010 to 
2023, out of 30 598 asylum applications, 957 were granted, meaning that the approval 
rate was 3%” (Cociña-Cholaky & Liberona, 2025, p. 93).

This restrictive and repressive migration and border regime is intertwined with 
what Fassin (2010) has called “humanitarian government”—that is, a form of gover-
nment (in the broad sense of the term) based on moral categories, which can be 
summarized by the figure of the “good victim” deserving of exceptional protection, 
as an act of compassion rather than as a policy granting access to rights. It is a control 
regime with a “human face” that, on the one hand, causes harm and, on the other, 
selectively remedies it—where humanitarian interventions do not repair the damage 
caused by restrictive policies but rather frequently accompany or legitimize them (Ba-
sualdo, 2021; Domenech, 2013).

In Chile, the humanitarian nature of migration policy has never been more evident 
than during the so-called “migration crisis”—geographically and symbolically cente-
red in Colchane—with the arrival of thousands of people per day between 2020 and 
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2021, leaving the town overwhelmed, with children and infants left out in the open, 
cold and hungry. This marks the first on-the-ground intervention in Chile, with direct 
humanitarian aid from international organizations such as the iom and unhcr.

As demonstrated in the case of Chile, in Colchane, the mbr (involving state actors 
and international humanitarian organizations) combines security-oriented state con-
trol with a humane approach that alleviates suffering but does not guarantee rights.

Concepts from the field of governmentality studies will now be introduced, which 
are useful for analyzing technologies of power and subject positions that emerge wi-
thin state and humanitarian mechanisms of migration and border control. These ser-
ve as entry points into the field and the analysis.

Governmentality of undesired mobility: practices of control and freedom

Both studies on migration and border regimes and studies on Foucauldian govern-
mentality (Dean, 2010) claim to be critical of power, control and forms of governance 
(Walters & Tazzioli, 2023). It is important to clarify what is meant by “critical”, not as an 
exercise in scholarship, but because this is inherent to the notion of governmentality 
used in the empirical analysis of the Colchane case.

This is not about criticizing every form of control, management or governance as 
inherently negative simply because it involves them. Studies in political anthropology 
have long shown that every human association is constituted through the organization 
of power in order to exist and endure (Gledhill, 2000). Studies of governmentality are 
used to trace the genealogies of different ways of governing behavior—beyond, befo-
re or outside of already institutionalized forms. This does not mean abandoning the 
study of state-based configurations of government, but rather decentering the state, in 
at least three ways.

In a first sense, this implies viewing the state as one form of governance, but not 
the only one. Governance structures that operate at the nation-state level as well as 
at the regional, interstate or global levels are increasingly observed, as with the mbrs, 
which involve interstate, supranational and international actors and instruments. The-
re is also non-state control of migration and borders—humanitarian, commercial and 
criminal—that can be coordinated through state action.

In a second sense, decentering the state involves paying special attention to forms 
of resistance and micro-resistance against state and non-state control of behavior, ca-
rried out not by citizens with full rights, but by those whom Chatterjee et al. (2011) 
refer to as “political society”: subaltern subjects excluded from full citizenship, such as 
undocumented migrants.

A third way to decenter the state—which is the focus of this article—is to trace the 
genealogy of its progressive constitution as a form of governance, rather than treating 
it as a reified institution once and for all crystallized and external to subjectivities. 
Thus, the analysis of governmentality—generally “as a conduct of conducts” and speci-
fically as a form of government exercised over a subject defined as a population, that is, 
collectives constituted by technologies of power involving large abstract numbers such 
as statistics or censuses (Dean, 2010)—makes it possible to think in terms of processes: 
how was it possible for Colchane to become a laboratory of governmentality?
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In this context, the focus on migration and border regimes provides a framework 
for situating the case study within the context of international and regional policies 
and actors and for observing what Foucault calls “problematization”: that is, from a 
process-oriented perspective, determining how unwanted migration has been proble-
matized: through certain categories and associations of categories (victim, beneficiary, 
offender, etcetera); through ideas of immunization, security and national sovereignty; 
and through assumptions of overflow, danger and threat. This has given rise to a “lo-
gic” of migration governance, one that is not without fissures and contradictions.

For the study of Colchane and the migration and border control mechanisms that 
have operated there, it seems particularly important to draw on the concepts of gover-
nmentality studies and technologies of power—understood as situated and specific practi-
ces and micropractices—which, for this study, translate into the everyday governance 
practices applied to the migrant population. According to Lorenzini (2023), biopower 
and the politics derived from its exercise (biopolitics) simultaneously encompass both 
the disciplinary power exercised over individuals and their bodies (through surveillance, 
discipline and the normalization of behavior) and the power over a population that is 
(attempted to be) controlled based on quantitative and globalized knowledge of birth ra-
tes, mortality and longevity—as well as, of particular interest here, the knowledge of and 
control over movement as a form of biopolitics applied to the population.

This does not mean that everything is power and, therefore, submission. This is 
what the notion of subjectivity points to. Technologies of power generate subject po-
sitions or processes of subjectivation. Subjectivity is the point of clash, struggle and 
articulation between power and freedom—between the exercise of power over indi-
viduals and collectives and their resulting resistance. Therefore, if power is exercised 
where practices of freedom also exist, the creation of subjects (subjectivities) through 
technologies of power is linked to practices of resistance, counter-behaviors, evasion, 
circumvention and so on. The clearest example of these practices of freedom is that 
of Venezuelan migrants who, despite the restrictions of the mbr, cross the continent’s 
geopolitical borders on foot and “without permission”. This paper will show that, even 
in lockdown spaces—such as the migrant control facilities set up in Colchane—practi-
ces of freedom can be observed.

Fieldwork in Colchane

Fieldwork in Colchane was conducted in three phases and across three distinct re-
search contexts, all of which focused on this border area. The authors visited Colchane 
at various times between 2020 and 2025, allowing them to document changes in this 
border area.

The first project was a study on migration routes, led by Carolina Stefoni, whose 
objective was to understand the migration routes and trajectories of Venezuelans in 
South America. In-depth interviews were conducted with 20 Venezuelans who had 
crossed into Colchane through unauthorized border crossings and who were, at the 
time of the interview, in Iquique and Santiago; 18 interviews were conducted with key 
stakeholders (members of migrant collectives, civil society organizations, local gover-
nment officials and officials from international organizations); and participant obser-
vation was carried out in both locations. Fieldwork was conducted between November 
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and December 2020 (online interviews) and in July 2021 (in-person observations and 
interviews), when pandemic-related mobility restrictions were eased.

The second phase was part of the research project led by Paola Díaz, which exa-
mined the life trajectories of migrants arriving in Chile through unauthorized border 
crossings in the far north of the country. Ethnographic fieldwork was conducted in the 
Tarapacá region between 2022 and 2023, including semi-structured interviews with 20 
key informants in Iquique (members of migrant collectives, civil society organizations, 
local government officials and representatives of international organizations) and ei-
ght ethnographic interviews conducted during two field trips with migrants in Alto 
Hospicio. In Colchane, ethnographic research was conducted within the framework 
implemented by the government in 2021, between September and November 2022.

She entered the field to participate as a researcher/volunteer under an agreement 
with the Jesuit Migrant Service-Chile, which at the time was running a humanitarian aid 
project in the area. This involved working in Colchane, performing the same tasks as 
her colleagues from various ngos: providing basic immigration information, distribu-
ting humanitarian aid and referring people to Jesuit Migrant Service-Iquique for social 
and legal assistance. This was combined with her work as a researcher, which involved 
conducting ethnographic observation and interviews with professionals and officials 
working at the facility (4), at the border complex (2), and with key informants in Col-
chane (3). Four of the interviews conducted in Colchane were used for this paper.

For the semi-structured interviews with key informants, the inclusion criterion was 
that participants work directly in Colchane or in the border area at four levels: migrant 
groups, national ngos, regional government agencies and international organizations. 
For the interviews with migrants, the selection criterion was being an adult and having 
entered through unauthorized border crossings since 2020. The interviews were con-
ducted using the snowball sampling technique.

Between 2023 and 2025, the authors conducted three follow-up visits to Colchane 
as part of a study on border governance. During these visits, they interviewed three 
people who lived or worked in the town (two professionals from immigration control 
agencies and a professor). All interviews were transcribed, edited (for clarity) 
and participants gave informed consent using forms validated by the institutions 
sponsoring the respective projects (Universidad Alberto Hurtado and the Universidad 
de Tarapacá). The names of all interviewees were replaced with pseudonyms. 
Bringing together this empirical research provided a complementary perspective on 
the transformations of the border.

Redefining the border space-Colchane

A border area of (imaginary) national immunization

Among the incalculable consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic was the worldwide 
closure of borders. Chile closed its borders on March 18, 2020. The Colchane border 
crossing reopened two years later, in May 2022. As part of an ongoing research pro-
ject, online interviews with key stakeholders began in November 2020 to understand 
what was happening in Colchane. After eight months of the pandemic, it was noted that 
the number of migrants entering through unauthorized crossings along the northern 
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border had increased. Although before the pandemic, migrants—mostly from Cuba, 
Haiti and Colombia—had been entering through this crossing, and there were daily 
crossings by the Aymara population living on both sides of the border, within a few 
months the massive influx of Venezuelan migrants made its presence felt at this Alti-
plano crossing.

The account of an official at an international organization speaks volumes about 
the impact this situation had. Surprise is mixed with a certain difficulty in grasping the 
magnitude of what was happening.

So what we’ve noticed is that ever since irregular crossings began at Colcha-
ne… let’s say everything has gotten worse, not only did the number of people 
entering across that border increase, but the circumstances under which they 
were entering—with children, with pets […] so the conditions under which 
people were entering became increasingly dire; many showed signs of malnu-
trition, and the children, of course, suffered from various health issues due to 
the sun, and so on […] so not only were more people entering, but they were 
entering in worse condition. Knowing the area, [I know that] there is nothing 
there; there is no capacity to respond. (Interview with international organiza-
tion 1, November 2020)

Since the only way for migrants to enter the country was through an unauthorized 
crossing, they crossed on foot through the wetlands, in groups and guided by smug-
glers, under extreme conditions caused by the high altitude, the cold at night and the 
intense sun during the day. The increase in these irregular entries prompted a respon-
se from the police (Carabineros) and the Investigative Police (pdi, Spanish acronym 
for Policía de Investigaciones), who stepped up patrols, leading to a sharp rise in the 
number of arrests and the subsequent transfer of detainees to the Colchane substation 
(which was upgraded to a full police station in 2025).

They remained there during the day and sometimes overnight while they were re-
quired to file a self-report with the pdi, have their information recorded, receive vacci-
nations and obtain certificates from the Agricultural and Livestock Service (sag, Spanish 
acronym for Servicio Agrícola y Ganadero)—if they had pets—and undergo checkups for 
minors to determine whether their rights had been violated. This initial process formed 
the basis of the protocol for what would come to be known as “initial reception” and 
represents a form of control over people’s bodies by detaining them in a defined space, 
moving them at specific times and via specific modes of transportation, or restricting 
them to traceable locations such as shelters or foster homes.

Most arrived exhausted, many in a state of shock, hungry and in some cases suffe-
ring from hypothermia and without any resources. At the police substation, it was the 
Carabineros officers themselves who first shared their food rations with women and 
children. Later, social organizations and international agencies provided an emergen-
cy kit containing some food items, such as cereal bars, milk for the children and a bowl 
of coffee or soup. Once these procedures were completed, a bus transported them to 
Iquique, where they were taken to health facilities or shelters as part of a coordinated 
effort among the government, social organizations and international agencies.

Colchane quickly became a place of arrival and waiting before continuing the jour-
ney. In some cases, agreements with the smugglers included transportation to Iquique 
or to the final destination further south in the country. In others, they were left at this 
border town and had to arrange their own transportation. The transient population 
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in Colchane, therefore, grew steadily. They had to stay on the street, in the town’s only 
plaza, and in some cases even broke into empty houses to stay inside. On September 
30, 2021, the Minister of the Interior of the then-ruling (right-wing) government an-
nounced the first measures to address the situation in Colchane: an increase in border 
checkpoints, the setup of tents at the police substation to support the Carabineros’ lo-
gistical efforts and the deployment of satellite-equipped trucks to monitor the area.

In Iquique, the situation was no simpler. The mobility restrictions imposed by the 
pandemic forced many people to stay in the city. Lacking financial resources, they 
began to camp out in public squares, on the streets, and on the beach, creating signifi-
cant tension among citizens who were voicing concerns about public health and safety. 
In September 2021, an anti-immigrant march was organized that culminated in the 
burning of migrant families’ belongings, including a baby stroller. These images were 
broadcast worldwide (Tapia Ladino & Quinteros Rojas, 2023).

Following these events, the government announced the establishment of an ini-
tial reception facility in Colchane, implemented in collaboration with un agencies 
(unhcr, iom, unicef) and managed by a private event production company. In Octo-
ber 2021, the temporary facility was set up on a site adjacent to the border complex. 
Within that facility, the production company was responsible for distributing tents to 
arriving individuals and delivering food through coordinators and monitors who wor-
ked in shifts (Liberona Concha et al., 2024). The various authorities present at the 
checkpoint set up a registry of people passing through and a screening process similar 
to the one implemented at the Colchane police substation. Once they had completed 
the screening process, people were required to wait to be transported by bus to a 
health facility in Iquique for the duration of the public health emergency, or simply to 
Iquique once the restrictions were lifted, or to the transit center set up in Lobitos, on 
the outskirts of Iquique.

Before long, the Colchane facility became the epicenter of the government’s efforts 
in this border area, in collaboration with public services, international organizations 
and humanitarian groups such as Hogar de Cristo and the Jesuit Migrant Service.

This overview shows how the issue of the border and migration came to be framed 
as a “crisis”—something that had not previously been framed in those terms. The 
need to come to the aid of people in situations of extreme social vulnerability became 
intertwined with measures that, in their early stages, were aimed at better controlling 
the border.

The framing of the issue in terms of a migration crisis, borders, lack of control and 
overflow takes hold at the national level, depending on how events in Colchane are 
portrayed, thereby transforming it into a critical border area. In the context of a global 
rollout of mobility control measures due to the pandemic and lockdown strategies, 
the previously observed security-oriented trend is reinforced (Ramos & Tapia Ladino, 
2024; Dufraix Tapia et al., 2020; Tapia Ladino & Quinteros Rojas, 2023).

In terms of governmentality, the pandemic provided the perfect setting for crea-
ting—through the mechanisms for migrants (the Colchane police substation, the ini-
tial reception center and its screening processes), as technologies of power—the figure 
of the “contaminating migrant”—who walks along the highways and must be confined, 
tested and dressed in white to show the country that the virus is leaving with them and 
that the border, the territory and public health are under control. As an example of 
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this strategy, recall the images of four extralegal deportations of migrants carried out 
during the pandemic. This was a highly publicized display of immunity and security 
measures in which those being deported were shown wearing white jumpsuits and 
face masks. Nevertheless, the count conducted by the iom and unhcr (Interview with 
International Organization 2, 2021) revealed that only one-third of the migration flow 
entering Chile through unauthorized border crossings passed through the checkpoint 
set up in Colchane and could, in fact, be controlled. Therefore, the “immunization” 
against the virus and migration was more imaginary than real.

Humanitarian control zone

Paola Díaz arrived in Colchane on September 12, 2022. She spent three months wor-
king as a Jesuit Migrant Service volunteer and researcher at what the townspeople 
called “the shelter,” alternating between seven-day shifts at the facility and seven days 
in the city, in daily contact with government enforcement agents and humanitarian 
organizations operating there. It was a temporary camp officially known as the “Transi-
tional Facility”. Until mid-September 2022, it was managed by a production company. 
The Presidential Delegation of Tarapacá and unhcr then took over management di-
rectly under the Boric administration (2021-2025), and it was renamed the Colchane 
Initial Reception Center. It was used to receive people who arrived of their own accord 
after crossing through unauthorized border crossings or who were intercepted by po-
lice officers or military personnel. It can be said that this new version of the facility—
with a clear emphasis on control but also on humanitarian considerations—operated 
between September 2022 and January 2023, when the Critical Infrastructure Act went 
into effect and, as will be explained later, militarized this border area.

Under the new administration, the area where the operation was based quickly 
changed in appearance. The tents were taken down, and refugee housing units (rhus) 
were installed: infrastructure specifically designed by unhcr for displaced popula-
tions. Young professionals were hired as operational staff for the facility. As a result, 
the facility’s internal management became more professional, and a more humanita-
rian approach was adopted: visits from international organizations and human rights 
training sessions became frequent, and humanitarian terminology began to become 
commonplace among the young professionals working there.

As one expert on this method says:

[…] the production company was the government’s first response to this mi-
gration crisis […] there was nothing related to social or humanitarian issues. 
Furthermore, it was also a public health approach due to the pandemic […] 
previously, the priority wasn’t humanitarian aid. So, under those terms, the con-
tractor had a contract through September 18 (2022), and after that, the go-
vernment had to take over: either continue with the same initial response or 
change it and adopt a much more humanitarian approach—such as providing 
temporary shelters (rhus) for sleeping instead of the tents that were used be-
fore. They started sleeping in beds instead of on mats, and they had a dining 
hall instead of eating on mats on the floor, because that’s what was done be-
fore. So, of course, under this new response that began on September 19, the 
approach is more humanitarian. (Professional Interview 1, September 2022)
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As this professional points out, the humanitarian approach was also reflected in the 
language of “welcoming migrants”, used by the Carabineros and health professionals 
at the checkpoint. Although framed in humanitarian terms, the checkpoint’s function 
was to control the flow of migrants: people entering did so voluntarily and could leave 
whenever they wanted. However, movement within the checkpoint area was manda-
tory. As one professional who worked at that facility notes:

[…] From the moment they enter the camp, the process is as follows: first, 
the Carabineros; then the Carabineros send an official notice to the pdi; next, 
the pdi forwards this notice to the Health Department so that the Health 
Department can conduct the testing. This health screening is being perfor-
med only on individuals who have not completed their vaccination series. 
[…]. Once the Ministry of Health finishes its process and notifies the pdi 
that it is complete, the pdi begins taking fingerprints and photographs to file 
the self-report and issue the foreign national offender card […] these are the 
mandatory steps—without exception—that every person entering through an 
unauthorized crossing must complete. And after the pdi, they go to the sag. 
(Professional Interview 2, September 2022)

This process, as mentioned above, deploys technologies of power: it involves iden-
tity checks (by the pdi); parentage verification before the Family Court (by the Cara-
bineros); vaccination checks by the health team; and checks of personal belongings by 
sag agents. Alongside this, and at the end of this process, humanitarian organizations 
stepped in to distribute humanitarian aid kits (warm clothing, hygiene items, food, et-
cetera), but not without first selecting and prioritizing the most vulnerable individuals: 
children, adolescents and women, followed by families, leaving young men traveling 
alone last.

This type of humanitarian monitoring is also carried out by international organiza-
tions such as unhcr, which used binoculars to observe people crossing the border to 
estimate the number of border crossings, or the iom, which conducted surveys (such 
as the Displacement Monitoring Matrix) to characterize the population within the 
operation, as well as the organizations responsible for implementing humanitarian 
projects, which were required to count their beneficiaries. In this way, different “po-
pulations” of interest to humanitarian monitoring were identified: those crossing the 
border, those entering the operation and the beneficiaries of humanitarian aid.

Within the facility, the system described compelled temporary residents to regulate 
their behavior, follow the prescribed steps and observe waiting times. In addition, they 
signed an informed consent form stipulating a ban on smoking and drinking alcohol. 
Therefore, the expected type of subjectivity was that of patient individuals, awaiting 
assistance and harboring a sense of awareness or guilt for having committed an offen-
se: crossing a restricted area. In fact, many women with children tended to repeat the 
same phrase to the program’s staff: “I did the wrong thing”, they would say. Neverthe-
less, this was not the only observable subject position within this program.
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As one young man from a group of four men who passed through that facility 
recounted: “We’ve already been through here and stayed down there (Lobitos) for 
more than six months; that way, we don’t have to pay rent and they give us food. We’ve 
entered and left [Chile] several times” (Interview with residents of the facility, No-
vember 2022). In this case, these young men move between several South American 
countries via “smuggling routes” with relative ease, and the checkpoint does not seem 
to make them submissive or fearful, nor does it instill in them a desire or prospect of 
regularizing their status—unlike what the women and families with children expres-
sed. If these young people did not evade immigration control by passing through that 
checkpoint, it was not because they were intercepted at the border but because “[…] 
we wanted to rest and take the bus down to Iquique” (Interview with residents of the 
facility, November 2022).

This position is neither submissive nor rebellious, but rather strategic. As undocu-
mented migrants who are not a priority for the humanitarian government, they take ad-
vantage of humanitarian aid however and whenever they can to continue their journeys. 
However, their survival depends much more on life on the streets and on the road.

Another category of recipients who did not fit the expected profile of humani-
tarian aid recipients was that of the “migrant with rights”: humanitarian aid was not 
viewed—by some residents, particularly Venezuelans between the ages of 20 and 25—
as an expression of compassion, but rather as a right that could be demanded, which 
often surprised the professionals working within the system who framed their actions 
in terms of humanitarian aid.

Thus, while the technologies of power exercised by the control bodies within the 
system described above contribute to the formation of subjectivities corresponding to 
the “recipient of humanitarian aid”, avenues of escape also emerge. Nevertheless, this 
was not a violation of the mbr but rather a use of the apparatus to achieve more beara-
ble living conditions (shelter, food), despite being labeled an “offending foreigner”.

The figure of the recipient of humanitarian aid resembles another that emerged 
during this period: that of the “migrant victim” of the natural environment (climate 
and surroundings) and of trafficking networks, especially when the press reports dea-
ths in the Colchane area (Prieto & Becker, 2023). A contrast to this figure is that of the 
coyote, or people smuggler, a migrant cast as the perpetrator. These two figures quickly 
merge into a single one: that of the “migrant-criminal”. Alongside this narrative, the 
dominant framing of this border area by political authorities (of a center-left govern-
ment) and the mainstream press (owned by right-wing interests) is primarily in terms 
of security. The state’s response, as will be seen in the next section, is militarization.

Militarized border area

While returning from Colchane in a Sprinter van on September 6, 2024, about 15 
minutes after leaving the town, we were stopped by a military truck. As soon as the 
driver stopped the vehicle, the door opened and a soldier with a rifle in hand leaned 
out, ordering—in a rather unfriendly manner—that all occupants get out carrying 
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only their identification documents. When they got off, they were lined up and their 
documents were checked. There was a very nervous couple standing nearby with a boy 
of about seven years old. When it was the young couple’s turn, the soldier—having vi-
sually identified them as foreigners—asked them for the self-report form issued by the 
pdi at the border, which, until recently, served as a sort of safe-conduct pass allowing 
travel through the area without fear of deportation.

Both explained to him that they had entered the country without documents 
and had been unable to report their situation at the border. The police themselves 
had told them they could do so in Iquique, and that would be the first thing they 
would do once they arrived in the city—but they asked him to please let them through. 
For those few minutes, the soldier held the young couple’s entire immigration case 
in his hands.

The soldier’s exercise of power and the Venezuelan couple’s plea clearly illustrate 
the asymmetry that exists in social relations among the Latin American migrant po-
pulation, governments and “host societies”. The soldier finally let them through, but 
not before making it clear to them that this was not their country and that they had 
to do as they were told. Back in the vehicle, Carolina Stefoni spoke with them and 
tried to give them all the information they needed about what to do, where to go, 
and whom to turn to in Iquique. They said they had been traveling in a larger group 
of about 10 people. However, the rest had decided to follow the coyote through the 
wetlands to avoid detection by the police—a route of more than nine kilometers at an 
elevation of nearly 4 000 meters above sea level. Three years earlier, the smugglers’ 
route was only three kilometers long. However, the military deployment in this area 
had forced them to take longer and more dangerous routes, creating a bottleneck 
that compelled undocumented migrants to cross international geopolitical borders 
via increasingly dangerous and deadly routes.

The woman explained that they decided to enter through the border crossing 
rather than via the trails through the wetlands because her husband had a knee pro-
blem and her son was very young. In her view, crossing there—even without docu-
ments—was a more legitimate way to enter than the option of going through the 
wetlands (C. Stefoni, field notes, 2024).

As noted, Chile’s northern international geopolitical border began to attract 
intense governmental and media attention, particularly following the onset of the 
pandemic in 2020. The government—at the time a right-wing administration, with 
Sebastián Piñera serving as president from 2018 to 2022—argued that the situation 
was out of control.

Between 2019 and 2022, the government enacted a decree-law and declared a state 
of emergency, which allowed the military to assist with immigration and border con-
trol efforts. Nevertheless, in 2023, with the passage of the so-called Critical Infrastructure 
Act—which remains in effect today (2026)—the armed forces not only cooperate with 
civilian authorities and the police but also control the territory up to 10 kilometers 
from the border. Thus, they can check documents, search for migrants, arrest them 
and hand them over to border police and collaborate with the National Migration 
Service on immigration control tasks.

The framing of the issue as a migration crisis—which began under the Piñera admi-
nistration but continued into the Boric administration (2022-2026)—sought to send 
a message of sovereign power: the Frontera Segura program (2019), the Colchane 
Plan (2021), and the aforementioned Critical Infrastructure served as a prelude to the 
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amendments introduced by Law 21.655 (February 2024) to the existing regulatory 
framework established by Migration Law No. 21.325 (2021) and Refugee Law No. 20.430 
(2010). The amendments introduced by Law 21.655 in 2024 were aimed at tightening 
the requirements for asylum applications and establishing mechanisms to facilitate the 
immediate deportation process.

One of the approved amendments transformed the border into an object of con-
trol. Whereas it was previously conceived as a delimited space generally referred to as 
the “border strip”, these reconfigurations created a “border area” that extends 10 km 
from the border line into Chilean territory and incorporates the Bolivian state into mi-
gration control practices. This externalization of the border (Casas-Cortes et al., 2015) 
was made possible in Chile by two specific measures: the amendment introduced by 
Law 21.655, which changed the wording of the article regarding repatriation, and the 
signing of a “Migration Cooperation Agreement” between Chile and Bolivia in De-
cember 2024, implemented through a protocol in March 2025, for the repatriation of 
non-Bolivian citizens to Bolivia from Chile.

Starting in 2023, the coexistence of approaches that framed the crisis as both a 
security and a humanitarian issue gradually ended, and a primarily security-oriented 
approach centered on national defense prevailed. Funding for humanitarian inter-
vention projects began to decline, and finally, between 2024 and 2025, the authorities 
closed the initial reception center in Colchane and the transit center in Lobito, Iqui-
que. As a key informant from the Colchane facility noted in 2023: “we started basically 
managing the health issue, then we were able to implement a humanitarian approach, 
and now it seems as though we are at the service of the military” (Professional Inter-
view 3, May 2023).

Professionals with a humanitarian focus have not worked there since mid-2024. 
Between 2024 and 2025, the camp was run solely by staff members with no training 
in human rights or migrants’ rights. When the Colchane facility was dismantled, the 
rhus were removed, and in 2025 the space was transformed into the Center for Irre-
gular Migration (cmi, Spanish acronym for Centro de Migración Irregular), managed 
exclusively by the Investigative Police. It is a detention center where migrants are 
essentially sorted into those who will be deported to Bolivia and those who will be 
allowed to enter Chile. At this center, there is a single humanitarian project (ongoing 
in 2025) managed by the international organization World Vision, focused on fami-
lies with children.

The internal flow has changed: when migrants are intercepted at the border by the 
military, they are taken to the cmi; only children and pregnant women are taken to 
the town’s health clinic to have their injuries assessed, while the rest go directly to the 
center. Immediately afterward, a report is filed at the Army office and handed over to 
the Carabineros. The Carabineros record their information. Afterward, the individuals 
are sent to the pdi, where it is determined whether they will be allowed to enter Chile or 
deported to Bolivia. If they enter Chile, they go through the sag checkpoint.
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According to those interviewed, the number of people crossing through Colchane 
decreased in 2025, and many migrants are seeking to leave Chile rather than enter it. 
Furthermore, they indicate that the number of people arriving at this center is much 
lower than the number recorded by humanitarian aid organizations in Pisiga Bolívar, 
which suggests—even without specific figures—two things: that the flow has decreased 
and that those seeking to cross are doing so through even more remote areas, with the 
dangers that this entails (Expert Interview 4, July 2025).

With the establishment of the cmi and the Critical Infrastructure Act, migrants inter-
cepted at the border no longer have the option—as they did during the humanitarian 
control phase—to choose whether or not to enter a facility and undergo its internal 
procedures. Now, every migrant intercepted is detained at this Center, giving rise to 
the category of “detained migrant”.

The 2025 agreement between Chile and Bolivia marked a milestone in the legal 
framework for migration control along the country’s northern border, as it autho-
rized, for the first time, the return of foreign nationals—both Bolivian citizens and 
nationals of third countries—to Bolivian territory via Colchane. Consequently, statis-
tical data on returns via this corridor are only available from that date onward. The 
significance of this institutional change is reflected in a key figure: of the total 5 057 
land-based deportations recorded nationwide between March 2025 and January 2026, 
4 027 were carried out by Colchane, representing more than 79% of the total (Servi-
cio Nacional de Migraciones, 2026). Thus, in less than a year, Colchane has establi-
shed itself as the country’s primary deportation hub, supplanting the border crossings 
with Peru, which until then had accounted for the majority of these operations.

Although humanitarian organizations, such as the Red Cross, continue to send ob-
servers to Colchane, the landscape of actors is essentially limited to two that can exer-
cise technologies of power: the armed forces and the Investigative Police. At the time 
of this text’s publication, little is known about the relationship between this power 
and the construction of subjectivities. While during the humanitarian control phase 
only one-third of people passed through that checkpoint, today there are no data on 
the matter, and the information available from within this space is restricted to the 
officials operating at the cmi. What can be assumed is that, as has been the case with 
militarized forms of control—such as at the United States-Mexico border—it does not 
prevent crossings, but may reduce them; at the same time, however, it can make them 
more deadly and humiliating, given that people who are turned away attempt to cross 
multiple times.

Conclusions

Based on fieldwork conducted between 2020 and 2025 in Colchane, this article has 
reconstructed a genealogy of border governmentality during a brief but particularly 
intense period of reconfiguration of the migration and border regime in northern 
Chile, within a context of continuity and deepening of a regime that had been slowly 
taking shape throughout the 20th century. Over the course of five years, this border 
underwent three distinct phases: a public health containment mechanism during the 
pandemic, supported primarily by a network of local, regional and national actors; a 
humanitarian control mechanism involving the direct participation of international 
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organizations such as the iom and unhcr; and, finally, a militarized border linked to 
the Center for Irregular Migration and to deportation mechanisms supported by in-
tergovernmental agreements.

This sequence shows how different technologies of power aimed at controlling 
unwanted mobility are tested, consolidated and transformed within the same space. At 
each of these stages, specific representations of the migrant subject emerge and over-
lap: the “contaminating migrant” who threatens public health and justifies confine-
ment, quarantine or extralegal expulsion; the “beneficiary migrant” of humanitarian 
aid, expected to be patient, obedient and moral within the framework of humanita-
rian governance; and, in the most recent phase, the “detained migrant”, whose trajec-
tory is subject to military and police capture and to administrative selection between 
admission and deportation. These subject positions do not, however, exhaust the do-
cumented practices of freedom—ranging from strategic uses of reception mechanisms 
to forms of rights advocacy—that transcend the expectations of submission inherent 
in the design of control circuits.

Thus, the case of Colchane demonstrates how the governmentality of migration simul-
taneously articulates the biopolitics of the population, the discipline of bodies and the 
production of migrant subjectivities, in constant tension with practices of freedom.

Theoretically, the study helps to link the approach focused on migration regimes 
and borders with studies of governmentality by showing how a specific node within 
the South American space of control is transformed into a laboratory where different 
combinations of securitization, humanitarianism and militarization are tested in a very 
short timeframe. The ethnographic work conducted in and around the Colchane con-
trol mechanisms provides insight into the micro-practices of governance and subjecti-
vation that are often overlooked in broader analyses of migration policies and regional 
security. In doing so, the article suggests the need to continue investigating how tech-
nologies of control (counting, classification and selection, among others) reconfigure 
the border as an extended and mobile space that far exceeds the geopolitical line, 
extending into the interior of the territory and toward neighboring countries.

As a case study, this research is confined to a specific location and time period, 
which limits the possibility of generalizing the findings to all South American borders. 
Nevertheless, Colchane’s central role within the regional mbr, the combined presence 
of state and international actors and the rapid pace of change make it a prime vanta-
ge point for future comparisons. It is considered particularly worthwhile to conduct 
networked studies on other critical points of migration control across the continent—
from the Darien corridors in Panama to the southernmost border crossings—that 
allow for a comparison of continuities and divergences in the forms of governmentali-
ty of unwanted mobility and in the experiences of those who traverse these routes.
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