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Contested Meanings of Migration 
Facilitation: Emigration Agents, 
Coyotes, Rescuers, and Human 
Traffickers

Virtual sym po sium held on Novem ber 15-16, 2021, orga-
nized by the Pacific Office of the Ger man Historical Institute 
Washington and co-spon sored by the Leibniz-Science Cam-
pus “Europe and America in the Modern World” in Regens-
burg and the Institute of Euro pean Studies at UC Berkeley. 
Conveners: Ulf Brunnbauer (Leibniz Institute for East and 
Southeast Euro pean Studies, Regensburg) and Sören Ur-
bansky (GHI Pacific Office). Participants: Deb o rah A. Boehm 
(University of Nevada, Reno); Michael Buschheuer (Sea-
Eye, Regensburg); Fabienne Cabaret (Fundación Justicia, 
Mexico City); Guadalupe Correa-Cabrera (George Mason 
University); Julia Devlin (Cath o lic University Eichstätt-In-
golstadt); Andreas Fahrmeir (University of Frankfurt); Ger-
ald Knaus (Euro pean Stability Initiative, Brussels/Berlin); 
Nicolas Lainez (CESSMA / Institut de Recherche pour le 
Développement, Paris); Akasemi Newsome (University of 
California, Berkeley); Milena Rizzotti (University of Leices-
ter); Cristina Santoyo (Fundación Justicia, Mexico City); An-
astasiia Strakhova (Emory University); Yukari Takai (York 
University and International Center for Jap a nese Studies); 
Sallie Yea (La Trobe University, Melbourne).

The topic of migra tion facil i ta tion is not merely one of aca-
demic inter est but is also extremely impor tant for law mak ers, 
activ ists, and human i tar ian work ers who seek to help ensure 
safe pas sages for migrants. As migra tion into the countries 
of the Global North is on the increase and the trips under-
taken turn ever more per il ous, new schol arly knowl edge and 
his tor i cal contextualization become more per ti nent.
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In his intro duc tory remarks, Ulf Brunnbauer discussed the 
moti va tion behind the sym po sium. In his research for a con-
nec tion between migra tion and inno va tion, the facil i ta tion 
of migra tion appeared to be par tic u larly salient. While 
gov ern ments since the nineteenth cen tury have enhanced 
their capac ity to trace their cit i zens’ move ments and con trol 
entry and exit across the state bor der, migrants and their 
help ers devel oped new ways of circumventing these rules 
and restric tions. Borders, in their phys i cal but also admin-
is tra tive dimen sion, rep re sent the space where migra-
tion inno va tion is con stantly pro duced: in a rela tion ship of 
mutual cau sa tion, the inno va tion of migra tion con trol is 
inher ently connected with prac tices from “below” aimed at 
bypassing, undermining, contesting, and over com ing them. 
This can lead to strange com bi na tions and bed fel lows when, 
for exam ple, a dic ta tor ship coop er ates with travel agencies 
and human traf fick ers to pres sure a neigh bor ing coun try 
(i.e., the cur rent sit u a tion in Belarus). Brunnbauer pointed 
to the two main sets of ques tions that this inter dis ci plin ary 
sym po sium was to address: first, how did forms and prac-
tices of migrant facil i ta tion, and the pub lic image of them, 
change since the nineteenth cen tury? Second, which eth i cal 
dilem mas were faced by those who helped migrants achieve 
their migra tion goals?

The sym po sium kicked off with a key note lec ture by Andreas 
Fahrmeir, who presented the cru cial con text fac tors of 
migra tion facil i ta tion, such as dis tance of the envisioned 
jour ney, cost, infor ma tion, and reg u la tions. Aiding migrants 
in reaching their des ti na tion can be a well-regarded and 
poten tially lucra tive pro fes sion, an offi cial pro ject, or a 
crim i nal ized activ ity – and some times both at the same time. 
The bound aries between “bro kers of migra tion” and “human 
traf fick ers” have shifted back and forth and are highly con-
ten tious. However, offi cial and pub lic atti tudes towards the 
bro kers of migra tion changed in the early twen ti eth cen-
tury, with hard en ing offi cial stances towards immi gra tion 
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and emi gra tion. At the same time, inten si fy ing migra tion 
restric tions could only increase the demand for help in the 
facil i ta tion of migra tion. After 1945, migra tion facil i ta tion 
also increased because of the expan sion of transportation 
infra struc ture and cross-bor der links. As a result, today, 
many more offi cials are employed in the pre ven tion than the 
sup port of migra tion. Studying such restric tive efforts helps 
to under stand which migrants are con sid ered desir able and 
which are not and how “ille gal ity” is socially constructed. 
One sig nif i cant change in migra tion restric tions since the 
end of the Cold War in Europe is the fact that today, phys i cal 
and admin is tra tive bor der fences are mainly constructed to 
keep peo ple out, not in – and this has impacted the activ i-
ties and images of migra tion bro kers a lot, who might have 
once been seen as agents of lib erty. At the same time, they 
are now accused of endan ger ing migrants’ lives and state 
sov er eignty.

The first panel on “The Changing Faces of Migrant Facilita-
tors” opened with Yukari Takai, who presented an unknown 
his tory of Jap a nese immi grant hotel own ers and house-
keep ers as migra tion facil i ta tors. Based on two case stud ies 
of Honolulu and Vancouver, Takai showed that immi grant 
hotel own ers were crit i cal agents in the trans mi gra tion pro-
cess from the 1880s to the 1920s, i.e., the period which saw 
an increase in exclu sion ary migra tion laws and reg u la tions. 
Immigrant hotel own ers were either col lab o rat ing with or 
act ing in oppo si tion to the local gov ern ment and the influ en-
tial sugar plan ta tion own ers, encour ag ing migrants to move 
to the con ti nen tal United States. This prof it able enter prise 
saw immi grant hotel own ers fre quently cross the lines of sol-
i dar ity and exploi ta tion mul ti ple times over as they tried to 
maneu verer between gov ern ment, busi ness, and migrant 
inter ests, as well as pur sue their prof its. The story also clar-
i fied the impor tance of eth nic ity as a bond of trust linking 
migrants and their bro kers.
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Deb o rah A. Boehm presented a more con tem po rary story 
of migra tion facil i ta tion as activ ism in the cur rent U.S. con-
text. Yet she, too, exam ined alter na tive meth ods of migra-
tion facil i ta tion, namely those cre ated in response to new 
restric tive gov ern ment mea sures in the twenty-first cen tury. 
Boehm focused on the idea of “accom pa ni ment” as activ-
ists increas ingly par tic i pate in migrants’ jour neys to assist 
them. Accompaniment includes directly trav el ing with the 
migrants for a part of the jour ney, meet ing them at bor ders, 
cross ing the bor ders with them, or even tending to them in 
prison, help ing ensure their release, and, in case of depor-
ta tion, safe pas sage home. Boehm argued that accom pa ni-
ment is a form of “rad i cal pres ence” and that activ ism is not 
merely human i tar ian and indi vid ual but also aims at abol-
ishing the struc tures that impede move ment across bor ders, 
put ting an end to deten tions and depor ta tions.

The third pan el ist, Anastasiia Strakhova, looked at Jew-
ish women as agents assisting emi gra tion in Late Imperial 
Russia, intro duc ing a gen der dimen sion into migra tion facil-
i ta tion. Legal emi gra tion was effec tively impos si ble, and 
peo ple had to rely on under ground routes and trans na tional 
con nec tions, such as fam ily ties in Austria or Prussia. Even 
though ille gal ity made it a highly dan ger ous enter prise, 
Strakhova dis cov ered a very high degree of women’s involve-
ment in the pro cess and decided to recover their voices in 
mass migra tion. The wide spread per cep tion of women as 
naive and inno cent in a patri ar chal soci ety enabled them 
to avoid arrest much more eas ily than their male coun ter-
parts and accom plices. Not only were they less likely to get 
arrested, they were also very effec tive at get ting their male 
busi ness part ners released from prison by peti tion ing the 
author i ties.

The final pan el ist, Julia Devlin, presented a paper on “Zion-
ist under ground rail ways,” which supported Jew ish ref u gees 
from early post war Poland. The so-called “Bricha,” estab-
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lished in 1944 by Jew ish par ti sans and Zion ists, facil i tated 
the migra tion of Jew ish Holocaust sur vi vors to Palestine to 
escape from antisemitic vio lence in Poland after the Second 
World War. In her anal y sis, Devlin drew mainly on sur vi vors’ 
nar ra tives, study ing how the Bricha was presented in these 
mem o ries. She found that the rec ol lec tion of the sup port by 
the Zion ist net work lacked emo tional attach ment. Very lit-
tle is said about per sonal con tacts, while at the same time, 
the Bricha orga ni za tion depended for its suc cess on the very 
tight net work from Poland on the route towards Palestine. 
However, ref u gees saw it as some thing func tional and “nor-
mal,” while Bricha activ ists portrayed them selves as righ-
teous fight ers for a good cause. The ref u gees did not share 
their Zion ist zeal but mainly wanted to escape unsafe envi-
ron ments.

The sec ond panel, ded i cated to eth i cal dilem mas and moral 
econ o mies, began with a pre sen ta tion by Nicolas Lainez and 
Sallie Yea. They suggested a crit i cal look at dis courses of debt 
bond age, often demonized as a form of quasi-slav ery. Yea 
and Lainez looked at sal ary deduc tions, one of the two forms 
of debt-financed migra tion, the other being upfront pay ments. 
Salary deduc tions imply that one’s migra tion costs are grad u-
ally paid off by employers reduc ing a migrant’s sal ary in the 
new place of res i dence. It is a form of debt bond age and thus 
also related to human traf ck ing and con tem po rary slav-
ery issues. However, it has attracted lit tle schol arly atten tion 
despite how wide spread it is. Lainez and Yea presented the case 
study of Viet nam ese migrant sex work ers in Singapore and Fil i-
pina migrant enter tain ers in Singapore and South Korea. They 
argued that the lib eral attempt to reg u late sal ary reduc tions 
through bilat eral agree ments does lit tle to alle vi ate the pre dic-
a ment of migrant work ers. That debt is a prod uct of the uneven 
devel op ment of global cap i tal ism and can empower mobil ity.

Milena Rizzotti presented some find ings of her recently 
defended doc toral dis ser ta tion on Nigerian sex work ers in 
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Italy. She interviewed both women convicted of traf fick ing 
and those who were their vic tims and found that their per-
cep tions of traf fick ing do not neatly fall into the “Western” 
dichot omy of traf ficker-vic tim. Rather, from the per spec tive 
of Nigerian women, both the traf fick ers and vic tims are seen 
as migrant sex work ers oper at ing within the same sys tem of 
migra tion. Both groups see this as the last step in the pro-
cess of a suc cess ful move to the Global North, and that step 
entails pay ing off the travel debt. Rizzotti pro posed aban-
doning the vic tim-traf ficker dichot omy and the crim i nal i za-
tion it entails, and instead con sid er ing all  these women as 
part of the “Immobilized Global Underclass,” which aims to 
achieve geo graph i cal and social mobil ity.

The final pre sen ta tion, given by Guadalupe Cor-
rea-Cabrera, was a paper she co-wrote with Jaime Scott. 
It is a story of two Cuban men and their per il ous jour ney 
through twelve countries of Latin America before reaching 
the United States, only to be detained at the U.S.-Mex-
i can bor der. Their jour ney lasted almost a year, dur ing 
which they faced con stant per ils, from human traf fick ers 
to drug deal ers and cor rupt gov ern ment offi cials. All of 
these were, in a way, facil i ta tors of migra tion, and many 
of them extorted the two men along their jour ney. Despite 
high mor tal ity rates on such routes, espe cially in places like 
the Darién Gap, they man aged to sur vive and make it to 
Mexico. However, they were detained indef i nitely by Don-
ald Trump’s zero-tol er ance pol icy, which seems to have con-
tin ued into the new admin is tra tion and with a whole new 
set of chal lenges posed by the pan demic. While their fate 
is unknown, Correa-Cabrera con sid ers it implau si ble they 
entered the U.S. legally, and the amount of money paid to 
trans port them across the bor der could have risen to sev-
eral thou sand dol lars under the new  cir cum stances.

One of the core ques tions discussed in the two pan els was how 
we should con cep tu al ize migra tion facil i ta tors along the routes 
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taken by migrants and find a non-nor ma tive lan guage not over-
bur dened by moral judg ments. It became clear that the anal y sis 
of migra tion facil i ta tion helps to decenter polit i cal and epis-
te mo log i cal hegemonies. However, the chal lenge is to pre vent 
downplaying struc tural inequalities and the con straints under 
which migrants and their bro kers pur sue their often min i mal 
agency.

Such dilem mas were also addressed by a prac ti tion ers’ 
round table, which gath ered three rep re sen ta tives from 
migrant res cue and sup port orga ni za tions and a well-
known Euro pean migra tion expert. Cristina Santoyo and 
Fabienne Cabaret from the Mex i can NGO “Fundación Jus-
ticia” spoke about the dif fi cul ties of pro vid ing legal assis-
tance to migrants and their bro kers in a con text where the 
state author i ties and pub lic opin ion usu ally frames them in 
crim i nal terms. Especially drug traf fick ing is often equated 
with migra tion facil i ta tion. Such per se cu tion can become a 
self-fulfilling proph ecy when des per ate migrants are forced 
to seek help from actual crim i nals. The author i ties in Mex-
ico are not inter ested in pro vid ing human i tar ian assis tance 
to migrants either. Michael Buschheuer, the founder of the 
Regensburg-based mar i time res cue orga ni za tion Sea-Eye, 
high lighted the per ils migrants face when cross ing the Med-
i ter ra nean. He crit i cized the EU and Euro pean gov ern ments 
for reduc ing sea res cue efforts, which are often left to 
human i tar ian orga ni za tions such as his, who face oppo si tion 
from state author i ties. Buschheuer suggested ways in which 
Europe could stop build ing more walls and find ways to open 
secure chan nels for immi gra tion. He also elab o rated on the 
impor tance of human i tar ian efforts, which have one “sim-
ple” mis sion: to save lives. He artic u lated his frus tra tion that 
there no lon ger was any con sen sus in Europe, even on this 
issue. Gerald Knaus, from the think tank Euro pean Stability 
Initiative (Brussels/Berlin), started his remarks by pointing 
to the drama at the Belarus-Poland bor der, which encap su-
lated many of the inconsistencies of the EU’s approach to 
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(im)migra tion. It seems that the EU has agreed to ignore 
asy lum law while insisting a hos tile dic ta tor must not black-
mail it. Knaus high lighted what is at stake: how to con vince 
Euro pean gov ern ments that there are ways to main tain con-
trol over bor ders while at the same time open ing legal chan-
nels of immi gra tion and ref u gee accep tance. If only the EU 
were to take in proportionally the same num ber of ref u gees 
as Canada, con sid er ably fewer peo ple would be exposed to 
the per ils of dan ger ous routes to Europe. Knaus argued that 
a human ref u gee resettlement pol icy could gar ner major ity 
sup port, even though many believe build ing walls works, thus 
betraying the founding prin ci ples of the Euro pean Union.




