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ABSTRACT

Immigration is a pressing issue in contemporary United States politics. While Latin

American immigration has lowered over the past decade, it is the immigration group met with

highest contention, controversy, and increasing anti-immigration punitive measures like

detention centers. However, the underlying cause of Latin American immigration to the United

States is the United States itself. Even before WW1, the United States interfered in Latin

American politics for economic interest, establishing neoliberal economic relationships with

Latin America that caused structural, political, and social issues like poverty, violence, and

political instability that caused and exacerbated Latin American out-migration. The United

State’s neoliberal economic relationship with Latin American countries influenced its punitive

and xenophobic response to Latin American immigration from Guatemala, Honduras, Colombia,

and El Salvador. This paper will establish the causal relationship between US market interests,

especially multinational corporations, US interventionism and military interference in Latin

America, Latin America’s subsequent political instability, rising out-migration in Latin America,

and how the established neoliberal economic relationship between the US and Latin American

countries, that led to current US anti-immigration policies and the emergence of detention

centers.
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INTRODUCTION

In the words of Prashard, “The third world was not a place. It was a project” intended to

strengthen and economically privilege first world countries and their elite at the expense of

“third world” countries and their working class (Prashard, 2007, p.3). The third world was

created over many centuries through colonial and extractive practices that ultimately led to

today’s highly unequal world-systems: Dominant capitalist core countries like the United States

exploit and extract raw materials from underdeveloped, low-income peripheral countries in Latin

America and other “third world” countries. These “third world” countries depend on US

financial capital and import US goods made from their own now-extracted raw materials. Caught

between core and periphery countries are semi-peripheral countries like Mexico (Lumen, 2018).

Many periphery countries are plagued with violence, poverty, and political instability and

have some of the highest out-migration rates (UN Migrant Stock, 2019). See Figure 2, 3. This is

not unrelated. Violence, poverty, and political instability are common side effects of exploitative

capitalism that drive immigration through forcible displacement or making the environment so

untenable that migrants seek greater opportunities or safety in more wealthy and developed

countries.

Immigration is often not the first resort but the last. Many immigrants are actually

displaced people. In 2019, 70.8 million people were forcibly displaced both within and outside

their birth country; nearly 25.9 million of these were refugees, more than half of which were

under the age of 18 (United Nations, 2019). Including refugees, asylum-seekers, and the forcibly

displaced, the amount of people immigrating in 2019 was 272 million (United Nations, 2019).

Unsurprisingly, many immigrants head to core countries like the US, which is doubly
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unfortunate: The US and other core countries like the UK are the root causes of their

immigration either through exploitation or political interference, and in response to upward

in-migration, these first world countries have created preventive and punitive measures to

discourage immigration like immigration detention centers (Mares, S. & Jureidini, J., 2004, p.3).

Undoubtedly, the United States has a use for Latin American people but not in the U.S.

Latin American people are most useful in their home countries, where they can work within

neoliberal systems that benefit U.S. elites, and companies. Finances are the primary motivator of

the U.S. 's support of the elite and interference in Latin America. Once sufficiently weakened,

Latin America is preyed upon by U.S. companies that establish neoliberal economic relationships

that reduce Latin American periphery countries to exploitable wells of labor and land.

The third world status of Latin American countries was no accident, though the

subsequent high Latin American immigration rates was an unintended consequence. The

neoliberal economic relationship between the United States and Latin America is essential to

understanding US treatment of Latin American immigrants, its anti-immigrant policies, and the

creation of detention centers. This paper will place the formation of detention centers within its

historical and social context and establish the Trickle Down Effect of Market Interests, illustrated

in Figure 2. This will not be established statistically, because the underlying causes of

immigration in Latin America are multi-faceted and interweaved. It would be difficult to

statistically prove causation. Instead, this research will establish this relationship using historical

facts and context, social context, textual analysis, and existing statistics.

Neoliberalism
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An inadvertent byproduct of British colonialism, the United States is rooted in

colonialism, imperialism, and their natural ideological successor, neoliberalism. Popularized by

European nations in the 1500s, colonialism is the subjugation of foreign nations to seize power,

land, or resources, including people and labor. It was typically justified legally, religiously, or

morally, like the “white man’s burden” idea (Roberts, J.M., 2000, p. 47). Imperialism extends a

country's rule over foreign nations by military force, or political and economic control. British

colonial and imperial tradition was followed closely by the United States. Examples include the

US’ Manifest Destiny, the forceful annexation of unoccupied Caribbean islands for “white gold”

guano in 1857, and the existence of US territories like Puerto Rico (Immerwahr, D., 2020, p. 3).

Today, colonialism and imperialism’s new ideological successor, neoliberalism, does not

explicitly rely on forceful invasions or wrests of power. Neoliberalism is a policy model that

tends to “unhindered market activity” and little to no government market supervision  (Menon

R., 2019). It encourages privatization, free trade, and deregulation like laissez-faire economics.

In the 1960s, neoliberalism was seen as a positive model that led to unrestricted and quicker

financial growth that empowered once colonized states, like South Africa, India and many Latin

American countries (Menon R., 2019). Where colonialism empowers and benefits foreign

powers, neoliberalism empowers domestic and international finance capital (Menon R., 2019).

However, although neoliberalism is not explicitly related to colonialism and imperialism,

it is nonetheless, its ideological descendant. Like colonialism and imperialism, neoliberalism

creates a social hierarchy that values profit over population needs or humanitarian concerns

(Chomsky & McChesney, 2006). In his 2006 book Profit Over People: Neoliberalism and

Global Order, Noam Chomsky goes over this in detail, providing a thorough critique of
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neoliberalism today (Chomsky & McChesney, 2006). What’s more, the people and capital

empowered by neoliberalism are few and usually installed via foreign interference. Although the

United States no longer “colonizes” or practices “imperialism”, it still exploits once colonized

states, makes deals to privatize essential resources and install power figures that are sympathetic

or willing to collaborate with the US and its business people and their interests. Whether

colonial, imperial, or neoliberal, the US continues to capitalize on foreign resources.

Colonialist, imperialist, and neoliberalist economic systems fit into world systems theory:

Exploitation is inherent to each. Financial gain is their primary motivator. To further understand,

neoliberalism’s association with capitalism, pluralism, and elitism must be addressed.

Capitalism values private ownership and posits that the best-functioning society

motivates its members through individual gains. Work hard and achieve equal gains, the

“American Dream” of many immigrants that in practice reduces individuals to commodities,

only as valuable as their production. Moreover, capitalism’s maxim that work returns equal

success is a myth. Oftentimes, society does not reward the hardest workers; it rewards the elite.

Society is not only made of millions of individual workers, each working towards their

own merit, but is further stratified into the working class, middle class, and the elite that typically

benefit from decades or centuries of accumulated wealth and influence. Over time, elitism has

become more pronounced, exponentially widening the wealth distribution gaps. In 2016, the

Federal Reserve reported that the top 1% of the US elite owned 38.5% of the country’s wealth

(Dettling et. al, 2017). In June 2017 the Boston Consulting Group estimated that by 2021, 70%

of US wealth would be held by the nation’s millionaires and billionaires (Zakrzewski A., 2018,

p. 5). Meanwhile, the middle class, once the major social class, shrunk (Horowitz, et. al, 2020).
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The Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy found that when both state and federal taxes are

taken into account, the top 1% pay an effective tax rate of 33.7%, while the poorest 20% pay an

effective tax rate of 20.2% (Wamhoff & Gardner, 2019). Essentially, the top 1% pay a much

smaller percentage of their wealth in tax than the poorest 20% (Wamhoff & Gardner, 2019).

Elitism lends itself to monopoly of the richest industries and multinational corporations,

like BP (an oil company) and Starbucks. Because these corporations and companies also operate

outside the US, elites and their corporations invest in undue influence in government through

lobbying, dark money (illegal, unaccounted for donations to politicians and campaigns). In short,

pluralism: the elite’s best interests are overrepresented in government, and the US permits certain

allowances for these companies and unduly aids them at home and abroad, in the form of US

interference, military intervention in foreign countries, or relaxed tax policies or laws.

Neoliberalism in the US

The United States was not always a core country. Its rise on the world stage happened

quickly in the 19th and 20th century with a shift in energy regimes (McNeill, J., 2001,

p.297-300)[13]. Somatic energy (enslaved human labor, manual laborers and animal labor) and the

1860’s steam technology were replaced by oil and coal that made the constraints of living labor

immaterial. Factories were built; electricity lengthened the workday. However, unlike somatic

energies, engines and machinery like the combustion engine were not cheap or widely accessible.

Paleotechnic fuels rewarded those rich enough to invest and buy new carboniferous technologies

(McNeill, J., 2001, p.297-300) Alongside the US’ rigidly capitalist and elitist Laissez-faire

economics, this led to a tendency towards monopolies, where the workers were no longer the

most important facet of production and became expendable (McNeill, J., 2001, p.297-300).
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Ultimately, carboniferous capitalism ushered in the consumerist Fordian era whose influence in

fast, cheap production is still felt today in many industries, especially in Latin America.

In the midst of technological changes, World War 1 profoundly changed the economic

and ecological relationships between Europe and the rest of the world (Roberts, J.M., 2000, p.

414). While European countries warred and squabbled, the U.S. economy boomed, exporting

goods for Europe, including ammunition, food, military gear, oil, and iron ore (Roberts, J.M.,

2000, p. 416). The new importance of US goods, especially oil, reversed the Europe-US

economic relationship (Roberts, J.M., 2000, p. 416). By the 1920s, Britain and France were

major American importer markets and major debtors to the United States (Roberts, J.M., 2000, p.

414).  Increased WW1-related trade also established more trading agreements and practices that

sped globalization through mercantile trade, diplomacy and transboundary pollution (Steger. M.

B., 2013, p. 63). Fordism and Consumerism spread quickly and were important additions to

neoliberal and capitalist practice in the U.S., undoubtedly affecting both the consumer

expectations in the U.S. and vendor practices, especially in Multinational Corporations (MNCs).

Prior to the 19th centuries, most businesses were family owned and did not extend

beyond national borders (Peterson M. J., 2008, p. 1). MNCs began in the 17th and 18th centuries,

after the development of “organizing businesses as corporations --entities with a legal status

separate from the people owning them”  and were closely linked to European colonialism

(Peterson M. J., 2008, p. 1-2). In the early to mid-1800s, European multinationals operated their

banking and mining ventures in their home country’s colony, and manufacturers established their

factories near customers, typically wealthier, European countries, setting up an efficient

commercial system: Raw materials were tilled from colonies, and the manufacturing and the
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economic boon of these materials solely aided European home economies  (Peterson M. J., 2008,

p. 2). The establishment of Europe-based manufacturing was also preferable. It lowered tariffs

and neatly sidestepped the  “foreign import” label. Fabric made from American plantations was

“locally produced” (Peterson M. J., 2008, p. 2). Because the raw materials were obtained from

colonies under European control, European governments could provide stability, reinforcement

and aid to MNCs on colonial soil (Peterson M. J., 2008, p. 2). This is still true of today’s

U.S.-based MNCs that rely on their home countries to help them establish the most economically

beneficial and thus exploitative deals on foreign soil.

MULTINATIONAL CORPORATIONS IN LATIN AMERICA

The long history of MNC presence in Latin America spans long before the United States.

Only a couple of MNCs and industries  (United Fruit Company and Starbucks) will be discussed.

United Fruit Company/Chiquita Banana International

The United Fruit Company (UFCO) is one of the notorious examples of foreign MNCs

and exploitation in Latin America. During the 18th century and into 1970, the United Fruit

company was dubbed “el pulpo” (the octopus) by journalists, because of the UFCO’s reputation

for government official bribery, worker exploitation, monopoly, and tax evasion loopholes. Its

influence is still felt today in Honduras, Ecuador, Colombia, and Guatemala. UFCO’s primary

businesses are bananas, cargo, and railways and other transportation industries. Its reign of terror

extends beyond unfair labor practices and neoliberal privatization.

As early as the 1930s, UFCO began its close relationship to drugs, cocaine, and other

illegal activity, starting with helping Honduran President Tiburcio Carías Andino rise to power.

Andino worked alongside drug traffickers in Honduras. Drugs are one of the many issues that
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structurally rot Latin America. After 1944, a new Guatemalan president, Juan José Arévalo

Bermejo, began to oppose UFCO’s labor exploitation and enormous influence, establishing some

worker rights and safety codes. The following president, Jacobo Árbenz Guzmán, elected in

1951, continued this work, intending to reclaim UFCO lands and redistribute it to Guatemala’s

poor. During the 1950s, UFCO lobbied Washington extensively, eventually resulting in a

CIA-instigated military coup in Guatemala in 1954 (Kennard, M., 2017).. Jacobo Arbenz, elected

social democratic president, was exiled, and the United States installed Carlos Castillo Armas, a

military dictator. The resulting civil war killed a quarter of a million. The indigenous Maya

population were genocided (Kennard, M., 2017). A similar coup was successfully lobbied by

UFCO in Argentina, also resulting in a long military dictatorship, many disappearances of

dissenters, and a highly corrupt Argentine government.

In 1984, UFCO rebranded into Chiquita Banana International. Chiquita Banana is still

active in over 70 countries including Guatemala, Honduras, Colombia, and El Salvador. Though

it rebranded, Chiquita Banana International still holds to its questionable business practices: In

1994, Chiquita Bananas fraudulently evicted Honduran farmers and residents, declaring the land

“no longer fertile” and designating the land for “abandonment”(Kennard, M., 2017). Backed by

the Honduran President, they forcefully drove out remaining residents through military force,

arresting and injuring the opposed, and bulldozing the town. In 1995, during a similar campaign,

over 80 residential hectares of corn and beans were destroyed. 36 plantation residents were

arrested; 75 were injured with tear gas, rubber bullets, and baseball bats.

During the 1970s and 80s, cocaine demand grew, and Colombia became a major supplier.

UFCO lent their established naval and railway transportation networks to drug trafficking. In
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1997, seven Chiquita Banana ships were seized with over a ton of cocaine. Some allege that

company employees and officials were aware.  In 2003, the Organization of American States

alleged that a Chiquita Banana ship “may... have been used” to transport 3,000 rifles and 2.5

million bullets for Colombian paramilitary groups (CNN, 2011). In 2007, Chiquita Banana

International was fined $25 million for paying United Self-Defense Forces of Colombia (AUC),

Colombian terrorists, over $1.74 million between 1997 and 2004 (NBC Associated Press, 2007).

These payments were for protection in a volatile span of Colombian farmland. The AUC has

been recognized by the United States as a right-wing militia terrorist organization since 2001 and

is responsible for various massacres, civil conflicts, and a large percentage of the country’s

cocaine exports. Payments were also made to other terrorist and paramilitary organizations,

including the National Liberation Army (ELN) and the Revolutionary Armed Forces of

Colombia (FARC). Until now, no UFCO or Chiquita Banana International affiliates have faced

criminal charges or punishment.

Starbucks, Coffee, and the Agriculture Industry

Bananas are not the only Latin American cash crop. Coffee is another large industry, and

Starbucks is one of the major MNCs, operating in more than 70 countries and sourcing its coffee

beans from over 30 countries. Its main Latin American coffee bean suppliers include Colombia,

Brazil, and Guatemala. Minor suppliers include Honduras, Ecuador, and El Salvador, who often

supply other rival coffee MNCs. Starbucks coffee suppliers are responsible for labor

exploitation, including child labor, enslaved human labor, and worker’s rights and wages

violations. The 2016 report, Policy Brief Farmworker Protections and Labor Conditions in

Brazil detailed rampant unlivable wages, detrimental labor conditions, and isolated cases of
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enslaved human labor on Starbuck-supplying plantations (Coffeelands Program, 2016). In 2018,

slave labor was discovered on Córrego das Almas farm in Piumhi, in rural Minas Gerais state in

Brazil, and in 2019, a Thomson Reuters study found slave labor again in farms in the Brazilian

state of Minas Gerais (Teixeira, F., 2019). In April 2020, UK Channel 4 News alleged that

children younger than 13 were working in Guatemalan coffee plantations that supplied both

Starbucks and Nespresso.

Unlike Chiquita Banana, Starbucks escapes much censure, because Starbucks does not

own coffee plantations. It conducts business with them, neatly sidestepping most accountability

for the fraught conditions of its farmers and other issues, including run-ins with insurgent or

paramilitary groups. Starbucks is only accountable for established trade agreements, international

law, and its adherence to in-house Coffee and Farmer Equity (CAFE) standards. CAFE standards

are simple: Economic Transparency, Social Responsibility, Environmental Leadership, and

Quality. Nevertheless, per aforementioned examples, Starbucks and its coffee bean suppliers

have violated these standards.

In 2006, British NGO, Oxam accused Starbucks of limiting the earnings of Ethiopian

coffee farmers (Oxfa,, 2018). Third party analysis via supply-chain risk management firm, SFK

Inc., found that Starbucks coffee demands were exceeding Fair Trade coffee supply. Starbucks

counterclaimed that it attempted to purchase Fair Trade coffee when available. In the end, only

the Fair Trade brand itself was criticized as a "quick fix" to wash away consumer guilt,

ultimately lacking in necessary protections and regulations of the supply-chain custody (Oxfa,,

2018). In 2004 in collaboration with Conservation International, Starbucks created C.A.F.E.

Practices as a way to set its consumers, presumably fair-minded liberals, at peace. Nevertheless,
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Starbucks itself explains that only 99% of its coffee is CAFE-standard and ethically sourced.

Starbucks is an MNC first, driven by profit, setting aside humanitarian and ethical concerns in

the face of financial gain. Even in 2006, Starbucks made it clear: It attempted to buy Fair Trade

coffee when available, and when the coffee demand exceeded Fair Trade supplies, it made do

and bought unethically sourced coffee (Oxfa,, 2018).

Regardless, even its CAFE standards circumvent complete transparency or fair dealings,

especially regarding farmers’ minimum wage. Starbucks’ “ethically sourced” label comes from

in-house, biased standards, and even Fair Trade’s approved minimum coffee cost ($1.20 per

pound or $1.41 per pound for organic) is circumvented. Starbucks works through intermediary

companies and businesses to acquire their coffee, and ultimately, after these intermediary’s cut

($0.40 per pound), farm owners are only paid $0.80 per pound (Pung. J., 2019). How much each

individual farmer, child, enslaved human, or otherwise, is much smaller, and even a Fair Trade

approved price of $1.20 per pound reflects a gross inequality between the labor required to grow,

harvest, and process even a pound of coffee and the payment price (Pung. J., 2019).

Less tangible, Starbucks’ economic ties to coffee plantations are harmful to the farmers

and local economy of the plantation’s home country. For many centuries, cash crops like

bananas, coffee, and cacao encouraged using the land exclusively for these cash crops for greater

financial opportunity. In doing so, the majority of available farmland is taken over by cash crops

which cannot sustain or feed the locals. The locals become dependent on foreign economies to

import them their necessary foodstuffs. Imported processed foods (often imported from

US-based companies) become the norm, ultimately lying local economies to the cash crop,

whose market performance can be finicky. Should Starbucks or other buyers no longer buy their

16



coffee, the crop’s demand decreases slightly or a plague or illness attacks the crop, the local

economy is devastated, affecting the most vulnerable farmers, like women, children, migrants,

and the enslaved. At the mercy of demand and economics, labor safety, just wages,  and

environmental safety fall to the wayside. To harvest well and survive, all tools are employed,

including long-term soil erosion, harmful pesticides, and long, perilous work conditions.

Apple, Technology, and Mining Industry

Beyond agriculture, another industry in Latin American countries like Colombia that has

been exploited by US MNCs is the mining industry. The mining industry in Latin America is

essential to many technological companies. Gold, silver, and other precious metals are important

conducive and electrical materials for laptops, touch-screen, and smart devices. Specifically, this

section will focus on Apple and Apple’s use of Latin American precious metals.

Each smartphone has approximately twenty-five milligrams of gold, which is only a

dollar’s worth of gold (McDonald, B, 2019). In 2019, Apple sold

one-hundred-and-ninety-million iPhones, which is over

four-billion-seven-hundred-and-fifty-million milligrams of gold a year (Contributors Al Jazeera,

2017). This does not include Apple’s other devices that also use precious metals, or even other

tech companies and their precious metal relying products.

Like Starbucks, Apple does not directly deal with the mining in these countries, and

instead, works through third party sellers of gold based in Latin America, like Asahi Refining

USA Inc. and Elemental LLC (McDonald, B, 2019). Again like Starbucks, Apple and even their

metal suppliers avoid censure and legal repercussions. This is especially true, because unlike

agricultural products, it is harder to determine the origin and legality of gold and other precious
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metals. This is concerning, because gold mining is a fraught venture that is deeply tangled with

paramilitary groups that cause violence in mining communities that are predominantly poorer,

brown and indigenous communities. “Blood gold” cannot be distinguished from ethically

sourced gold, or in a more cynical view, Apple and its middle men gold supplying companies can

accept all the gold that they are offered without repercussions because of its origins.

Conclusion: MNCs and Their Political Power

Clearly MNCs have immense political power both in the United States and abroad,

whether that be the power to directly push for CIA-military intervention in a foreign country like

Chiquita Banana or indirect but no less powerful and exploitative control over foreign nation’s

economy. Deliberately or not, MNCs are inevitably entangled with paramilitary groups, because

of the high-value nature of these businesses, like coffee, banana, and gold mining. Though not all

MNCs are as complicit as Chiquita Banana when collaborating with paramilitary groups, MNCs

like Apple continue to inadvertently pour money into these groups by unknowingly buying

“blood gold”. This is alarming, especially considering the lack of oversight and accountability

these MNCs have abroad, especially in the wake of precedents like the  Alien Tort Statute (ATS),

Kiobel v. Royal Dutch Petroleum (2013). Alien Tort Statute (ATS), Kiobel v. Royal Dutch

Petroleum (2013) was a landmark Supreme Court case that ruled that MNC’s could not be held

legally accountable or tried by U.S. laws or standards when in foreign territories or nations. This

case and its ruling is yet another example of MNCs undue influence in government  and their

sheer political power. More importantly, these small case studies of MNCs in Latin America

show the importance of US market interests and how these interests drive U.S. politics and

interference in Latin America and violence, instability, and poverty in Latin American countries.
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US INTERVENTIONISM IN LATIN AMERICA

The Monroe Doctrine

One of the most fundamental US foreign policies that allows and justifies US interference

in foreign countries is the Monroe Doctrine of 1823 and its subsequent reinterpretations. The

Monroe doctrine stated that the eastern and western hemispheres were two completely different

spheres of influence and that the United State’s was commitmented to not interfering in

European affairs and not allowing European countries to interfere with the US and the rest of

North and Latin America. Although this doctrine does not explicitly justify foreign interference,

it essentially declares the US as the unofficial protector of the entire Western Hemisphere. The

Monroe Doctrine was first used in 1867 when the US provided military and diplomatic support

to Benito Juarez in Mexico to overthrow the French government.

Although the United States did not enforce this policy for some time, this foreign policy

later set the precedent for the United States’ clash with Spain in 1898. When an explosion

destroyed a United States cruiser, the USS Maine in Spanish-held Havana harbour in Cuba, the

United States began the Spanish-American War, which ended in 1898. Unable to defend both its

Phillipine and Caribbean holdings, Spain relinquished its holdings in the Treaty of Paris (R05, p.

104-105). However, even after these holdings were “freed” by the United States, an emerging,

independent democratic nation, these holdings were imposed upon by the United States’ imperial

ambitions, sowing the seeds of discontent in the native Filipinos and Caribbean people.

The Philippines were home to United States military bases, and Cuba, though “free” and

not a territory, was under complete domination. The Roosevelt Corollary, an aggressive

re-interpretation of the Monroe Doctrine, excused the United State’s heavy-handed presence in
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the Caribbean and throughout Latin America. From 1906 to 1909 and 1917, Cuba was occupied

by United States military forces. The 1901 Platt Amendment leased Cuba’s Guantánamo Bay

Naval Base to the United States. In short, the fall of Spain’s colonial hold on Latin America

transferred it into the influence of the United States.

In 1904, President Theodore Roosevelt furthered the scope of the Monroe Doctrine via

aggressive reinterpretation, saying, “In the Western Hemisphere the adherence of the United

States to the Monroe Doctrine may force the United States, however reluctantly, in flagrant cases

of such wrongdoing or impotence, to the exercise of an international police power” (Roosevelt,

1905). This was known as the Roosevelt Corollary and “Big Stick Policy”, which was used to

justify various US military interventions in Latin America. Despite later work to reinterpret the

Monroe Doctrine less aggressively, including President Franklin D Roosevelt’s Good Neighbor

policy, the Monroe Doctrine has continually been used to justify US interference in Latin

America.

Military Interventionism

Military interventionism, the interference of “a unit's jurisdiction” via military force. This

definition of interventionism, established by Dr. Reus-Smit, is relatively new and goes beyond

the sovereignty frame (Rues-Smit. C., 2013). Nevertheless, it is the best framework to

understand US intervention in Latin American countries: After the  mass waves of

democratization of Latin American countries during the ‘80s, military interventionism and

general interventionism in Latin America, whether on the part of the US or internal insurgents,

no longer involved full upheaval of Latin American governments or its sovereign bodies, only

“presidential breakdowns”  (Rues-Smit. C., 2013). Military interventionism is traditionally
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excused and employed because of “humanitarian intervention and concerns”, emergencies, and

weakness of the state (Rues-Smit. C., 2013; Putnam R. D 1967)). Economic interest has

historically been one large factor in military interventionism internationally.

US Interventions in Honduras, El Salvador, Colombia, and Guatemala

The history of US military interventionism in Latin America is long and spans many

presidents and administrations. It includes the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis when President

Kennedy used the Monroe Doctrine to quarantine Cuba and instate CIA interference. Starting in

1985, President Reagan interfered in Nicaragua and El Salvador, even involving CIA operatives.

However, US interference became even more flagrant in 1989 when President George H. W.

Bush called for a military invasion of Panama for the explicit purpose of overthrowing and

ousting politician, military officer, and de facto ruler, Manuel Noreiga. Oftentimes, these

interventions were influenced via elite and MNC lobbying. All in all, between 1898 and 1994,

the US interfered and helped sustain political coups and changes over 41 times in Latin America,

about once every 28 months (ReVista H J, 2005). See the table in Figure 5 in the index.

THE AFTEREFFECT OF US INTERVENTIONISM IN LATIN AMERICA

In Crippling Leviathan, Lee explains that  “foreign subversion weakens the state” (Lee

M., 2020). Conventional statebuilding wisdom holds that conflict promotes the development of a

strong state; however, continual conflict, especially at the international stage weakens the state

and degrades state authority and autonomy. Insurgents rise in place of state authority, and this

exacerbates internal conflicts within the states. This manifests through rising political insurgents,

coups and informal insurgency, like organized crime and gang violence (Putnam R. D., 1967).

New patterns of political instability have also emerged; instead of a breakdown of a democratic
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regime, instability will result in “presidential breakdown”, the ousting of a president through

legal mechanisms like impeachments, call for early resignation, and declarations of presidential

incapacity (Putnam R. D., 1967). It also manifests through lack of press freedom, poverty, rising

crime rates, unemployment rates, and low health and wellbeing. In turn, social and political

instability also lead to rising rates of immigration. This section of the paper will review these

measures of political instability for Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, and Columbia.

Overall, Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, and Colombia all rank with the some of the

most dangerous cities in the world by homicide rate per 100,000 in 2020 (UN, 2018). They are

all midrange to high in the Corruption Index and rank in mid-low to low in measures of Press

Freedom. Organized crime, street gangs, and drug related crime are pervasive in these countries.

In 2010, organized crime and street gangs accounted for 34.8% of all homicides in Honduras

(UN, 2018). Total seizures of illegal weapons, including pistols, shotguns, submachine guns, and

other weapons, often range from 500 up to 33,000 from 2010 to 2019 (UN, 2018). Colombia had

the highest amount of illegal weapons seized, with the highest being 44,564 weapons seized in

2010. In all countries the amount of weapons seized has begun to decline (UN, 2018). From

2004 to 2019,  6-10% of children are active in the workforce in Honduras, 7% to 13% in El

Salvador, 4% to 7% in Colombia, and 7 to 15% in Ecuador (UN, 2018). There is no data for

child labor in Guatemala (UN, 2018).

Regarding poverty statistics, according to the World Bank, in 2013, 64.5% of Hondurans

lived in poverty, 34.5% in El Salvador, 53.7% in Guatemala and 27% in Colombia (The World

Bank, 2013). Regarding Gini coefficients, a measure of income inequality with 100 being total

inequality, in 2003-2012, Honduras had a Gini Coefficient of 57, Guatemala had a 56, El
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Salvador had a 48, and Colombia a Ginny coefficient of 53. By comparison, at the same time,

Mexico had a 47 and the U.S. a 41 (UN, 2013).

In short, all of these countries exhibit symptoms of  Neoliberalism After-Effects,

including but not limited to rising political insurgents, coups and informal insurgency, like

organized crime and gang violence, “presidential breakdown”, lack of press freedom, poverty,

rising crime rates, income and wealth disparities and rising rates of immigration. For more in

depth figures, see Figures 5-8.

LATIN AMERICAN OUTMIGRATION

Important considerations to understand Latin American emigration are the demographics

of the immigrant population and their reasons for immigrating. The immigration stock of these

countries has become increasingly composed of asylum seekers (UN, 1990-2019). Female to

male ratios of these immigrants is evenly split (UN, 1990-2019).

Additionally, the poorest of these countries do not have the resources for international

travel. Middle class and the lower middle class account for the most immigrants. However, it is

also important to consider that the world standards for middle class versus poverty are very

different from how wealth and class are understood and perceived in the US. World standard of

poverty is earning less than $2 a day, while middle income households make $10 a day.

Some of the most cited reasons for immigration include political instability, violence, and

poverty. In 2005, Massey’s “5 Misconceptions of Immigrants” claimed that poverty was not a

major reason for Latin American Immigration, because the major contributor of Latin American

immigration came from Mexico, a thriving economy (Massey. D, 2005). However, this fails to

account for the difference between Mexico and other Latin American countries. Mexico is a
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peripheral country. Additionally, since 2005, Mexico’s rates of immigration have fallen

dramatically (UN, 1990-2019). Latin American countries with rising migration rates to the U.S.

do not have the same wealth per capita, same levels of development, or stability of Mexico.

Since 1990, Latin American immigration to the U.S. from Honduras, Colombia, El Salvador, and

Guatemala has increased, though it has begun to slow, despite some recent surges in the 2020-21

fiscal year (UN, 1990-2019).

Though Mexican migration to the US has bigger migration numbers than Guatemala,

Honduras, El Salvador, and Colombia, it is important to note that Mexico has a larger population

and land mass size. Moreover, it is clear that these numbers are steadily decreasing, supporting

the textual analysis provided in the thesis and the proposed relationship of migration and

interference. In 2019, Mexico had a population of 127.6 million, while El Salvador had 6.454

million, Honduras had 9.746 million, Colombia had 50.34 million, and Guatemala had 16.6

million (UN, 1990-2019). Mexico’s 6 million immigrants during 2019 are only 4.7% of their

population, as opposed to El Salvador’s 2.8 million immigrants during 2019 is nearly 40%

population immigration (UN, 1990-2019). Refer to Figure 1, 2 and 3a, 3b.

Overall, these trends of Latin American immigration fit and support the relationship

outlined in the Trickle Down Effect of U.S. Market Interests. While more developed countries

like Mexico have less outmigration, less developed Latin American countries that have deeper

neoliberal relationships with U.S. market interests and companies have more outmigration.

Additionally, these countries also exhibit more symptoms of foreign interference, like violence

and poverty, that are also contributing factors to these countries’ out-migration rates. Finally, the

fact that over in the 2017, 2018, and 2019 fiscal years, 5,000, 1,500, and 3,000 immigrants of
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periphery Latin American stock is an asylum seeker also fits the proposed causal relationship

(DHS, 2019). Foreign interference and exploitation have exacerbated these countries’ already

weakened political and governing structures. Thus, many immigrants choose to immigrate or are

forced to because their own countries’ governments are too weakened, corrupt, or incapable to

help them.

US IMMIGRATION POLICIES

Historically, the United States has admitted the highest amount of refugees and

immigrants worldwide. This has changed over the last two decades. From 2003 to 2018, the

United State’s number of border patrol agents doubled. During its inaugural year, the Trump

Administration created a 45,000 person ceiling for refugee admissions and only admitted 22,500

refugees (Radford, J., 2019). In the last 2019 fiscal year, the Trump administration lowered the

ceiling to 30,000; this ceiling was met at full capacity (Radford, J., 2019). In February 2019,

Congress gave $1.375 million to build a border along the US-Mexico border, and during 2019,

US border patrol spent $4.96 million annually (American Immigration Council, 2019). In June

2020, sweeping changes that would effectively gut US asylum programs were proposed. Gang

violence or ethicity or gender-based discrimination would no longer be grounds for asylum, and

traveling through more than one country to get to the U.S. would disqualify asylum-seekers.

Central American asylum seekers stop through an average of three countries.

Within the past decade, the United States heightened its punitive measures to stop

immigration. During the 2016-17 surge of Central American immigrants, US detention centers

filled quickly under Trump’s zero-tolerance policy. As anti-immigration policies and the number

of immigrants simultaneously increase, the US immigration system does not have the capacity or
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inclination to house the increasing amount of detained immigrants or process their immigration

cases in a timely manner. Since then, immigrant children have been separated from their

families, and several thousand have disappeared and remain unaccounted. In September 2020, a

whistleblower revealed that forced sterilizations were taking place in detention centers (NPR,

2020).

Anti-immigration sentiment and policy grow in tandem in a positive feedback loop.

Conservative populations within the United States grow in anti-immigrant sentiment when

anti-immigrant politicians and policies are passed in their local, state, and federal government.

Anti-immigration sentiment grows most via its endorsement by popular, highly visible political

groups, like the Republic Party (GOP) (Ebert K & Okamoto D, 2015). As anti-immigration

sentiment grows within these populations, political parties and their candidates campaign heavily

to these sentiments. Conversely, when there are larger populations of immigrants or

immigrant-born people within a city, anti-immigration sentiment is challenged and quieted by the

threat of adverse response from the immigrant community. Nevertheless, if there are not large

immigrant populations in an area, anti-immigration sentiment grows, eventually breeding overt

acts of anti-immigration both informally (like hate acts/crimes) and formally (policies and passed

acts and laws).

Although more immigrants were deported during the Obama era, the presence of a black

president fed the post-racial sentiment and quieted anti-immigration sentiment. By contrast, the

Trump administration first came into power via a campaign platform to “Make America Great

Again.” This catered to white and middle America fear of “the immigrant”, a criminal, a

welfare-stealer, and a threat to job security. Since the Trump’s administration’s rise to power,
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anti-immigration sentiment and policies have risen in tandem, including violent home-terrorist

attacks like the 2019 El Paso Texas killing. However, anti-immigration and xenophobia in the

United States extend beyond Latin American immigrants. Anti-muslim xenophobia is a hallmark

of US politics since the Bush administration’s War on Terror after the 9/11 attacks on the World

Trade Building in 2001. In January 2017, the Trump administration enacted an Executive Order

that banned immigration from seven predominantly Muslim countries. The revised ban was

upheld until February 2020 per a civil-lawsuit settlement. During the beginning of the

COVID-19 pandemic, the Trump Administration stoked the fires of contempt for the Asian and

Chinese community, calling COVID-19, “Kung-flu” and insisting various times that COVID-19

was a ploy on the part of China to weaken the US. This follows a long and historical inheritance

of anti-Asian sentiment in the US, including the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 and the Japanese

Internment camps of the 1940s.

Nevertheless, immigration policies are not only affected by sentiment; it is also deeply

affected by the economics, multinational corporations, and their business models. Political

campaigning is only one example of the economic gain that immigration policies can represent.

By using pro or anti-immigration as a campaign platform, political candidates stand to gain more

campaign funds and donations from the regular citizens and from supporting MNCs and elites. If

elected, these officials also gain political power which offers more financial opportunities,

particularly through the funding of sympathetic elites and their MNCs.

A more obvious economic incentive for anti-immigration policies and general practices

include detention centers. 70% of immigration detention centers used by ICE are privatized

(Detention Statistics, 2019). Detention of immigrants is no longer a matter of state, but a matter
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of commerce. For each detained immigrant, a company receives a payment from ICE (funded by

the federal government), and in order to maintain steady income according to its business model,

the best, most profitable practice becomes maintaining as many immigrants detained for as long

as possible. Why would ICE and the government be inclined to prolong immigrant detention?

Lengthier immigrant detention increases the bill and the burden on the federal budget. However,

the privatized detention center and its older sibling, the prison industrial complex (essentially one

and the same) remain alive and profitable for both corporations and government. The prison

industry is one of the major political influencers.

Roughly $4 billion-a-year, the prison industrial complex is heavily represented by

lobbying groups, donations, and dark money that buys allies in Washington D.C. GEO Group

and CoreCivic (formerly Corrections Corporation of America) are two of the biggest private

prison holders. Beyond their donations and memberships to a number of lobbying groups, GEO

Group and CoreCivic donated heavily to Trump’s 2016 Presidential Campaign (Schouten, F.

2017). In 2017, they received over $985 million in payments from the federal government

(Almed, H. 2019). Not to mention other industries that benefit as part of the privatization of

prisons, both civil prisons and so called “detention centers.” Prison phone services like Global,

healthcare, food, furniture, the bond business, and asset forfeiture are only part of the large and

tangled web of major winners of the prison industrial complex (Almed, H. 2019). The prison

industrial complex that has taken on immigration detention, is a natural result of United State’s

neoliberalist capitalism, elitism and pluralism and an extension of the United State’s neoliberal

and exploitative relationship with Latin America.

CONCLUSION
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Overall, the underlying causes of Latin American immigration is rooted in the United

State’s interventionist tactics and the established neoliberal economic relationship between the

United States and Latin America.  Again, in the words of Prashard, “The third world was not a

place. It was a project”, which was unfortunately very successful in creating a world hierarchy

that led to and facilitated exploitation of many communities and nations that ultimately led to

violence, poverty, and political instability that exacerbated and even led to the current

immigration, refugee, and displaced people crisis. This paper focused on Latin American

periphery countries, but many other nations and communities have been similarly marginalized

and affected, especially in the global south.

More than that, this thesis explores immigration causation and creation through a lens of

exploitation and market interests. The primary way that this manifests is neoliberal economic

relationships that reduce Latin American periphery countries to exploitable wells of labor and

land. This neoliberal mindset is essential to understanding the relationship between the U.S. and

Latin American immigrants, its anti-immigrant policies, and the creation of detention centers,

which is a complex relationship and process that was conceptualized in this paper through the

proposed Trickle Down Effect of Market Interests, illustrated in Figure 2.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

The Trickle Down Effect of US Market Interests is a very large, nuanced, and

multi-layered and interconnected relationship and proposition for understanding the causation

and creation of immigrants and detention centers. There are many future directions to follow

including honing more specific sub-research topics. This is a general, broad thesis that is more a

brief overview than an in-depth analysis. Future directions for more in-depth research include,
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exploring more on creating individual case studies on different MNCs and exploitation, the

specific subtopics of this thesis (like Interventionism, Immigration Policies, etc) or focusing on a

specific country or specific immigrant demographic.
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APPENDIX

Figure 1. Change of Mexican Migration to the US from 1950-2021.  UN International
Migrant Stock 2019 Data. Though increasing, overall, Mexican Migration to the U.S. has had

large negative annual dips and changes, though the biggest drop was in 2008.

Figure 2. Mexican Migration to the US from 1950-2021. UN International Migrant Stock
2019 Data. Though Mexican migration to the US has bigger numbers than Guatemala,

Honduras, El Salvador, and Colombia, it is important to note that Mexico has a larger population
and land mass size. Moreover, it is clear that these numbers are steadily decreasing, supporting

the textual analysis provided in the thesis and the proposed relationship of migration and
interference. In 2019, Mexico had a population of 127.6 million, while El Salvador had 6.454
million, Honduras had 9.746 million, Colombia had 50.34 million, and Guatemala had 16.6

million.
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Figure 2a, 2b. Data gathered from UN International Migrant Stock 2019 Data. The dataset
presents estimates of international migrant by age, sex and origin. Estimates are presented for

1990, 1995, 2000, 2005, 2010, 2015 and 2019 and are available for all countries and areas of the
world. The estimates are based on official statistics on the foreign-born or the foreign population.
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Figure 3. The Trickle Down Effect of US Market Interests. The proposed relationship
between the US Market, Latin American Immigration, and the formation of detention centers.
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CHRONICLING INTERVENTIONS

U.S. DIRECT INTERVENTIONS
Military/CIA activity that changed governments

U.S. INDIRECT INTERVENTION
Government/regime changes in which U.S. is decisive

COUNTRY YEAR EVENT SUMMARY COUNTRY YEAR EVENT SUMMARY

Cuba 1898-1902 Spanish-American War Bolivia 1944 Coup uprising overthrows Pres. Villaroel

1906-09 Ousts elected Pres. Palma; occupation regime 1963 Military coup ousts elected Pres. Paz Estenssoro

1917-23 U.S. reoccupation, gradual withdrawal 1971 Military coup ousts Gen. Torres

Dominican Rep 1916-24 U.S. occupation Brazil 1964 Military coup ousts elected Pres. Goulart

1961 Assassination of Pres. Trujillo Chile 1973 Coup ousts elected Pres. Allende.

1965 U.S. Armed Forces occupy Sto Domingo 1989-90 Aid to anti-Pinochet opposition

Grenada 1983 U.S. Armed Forces occupy island; oust
government

Cuba 1933 U.S. abandons support for Pres. Machado

Guatemala 1954 C.I.A.-organized armed force ousts Pres. Arbenz 1934 U.S. sponsored coup by Col. Batista to oust Pres.
Grau

Haiti 1915-34 U.S. occupation Dominican Rep. 1914 U.S. secures ouster of Gen. José Bordas

1994 U.S. troops restore constitutional government 1963 Coup ousts elected Pres. Bosch

Mexico 1914 Veracuz occupied; US allows rebels to buy arms El Salvador 1961 Coup ousts reformist civil-military junta

Nicaragua 1910 Troops to Corinto, Bluefields during revolt 1979 Coup ousts Gen. Humberto Romero

1912-25 U.S. occupation 1980 U.S. creates and aids new Christian Demo junta

1926-33 U.S. occupation Guatemala 1963 U.S. supports coup vs elected Pres. Ydígoras

1981-90 Contra war; then support for opposition in
election

1982 U.S. supports coup vs Gen. Lucas García

Panama 1903-14 U.S. Troops secure protectorate, canal 1983 U.S. supports coup vs Gen. Rios Montt

1989 U.S. Armed Forces occupy nation Guyana 1953 CIA aids strikes; Govt. is ousted

Honduras 1963 Military coups ousts elected Pres. Morales

Mexico 1913 U.S. Amb. H. L. Wilson organizes coup v Madero

Nicaragua 1909 Support for rebels vs Zelaya govt

1979 U.S. pressures Pres. Somoza to leave

Panama 1941 U.S supports coup ousting elected Pres. Arias

1949 U.S. supports coup ousting constitutional govt of VP
Chanís

1969 U.S. supports coup by General. Torrijos
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Figure 4. “Chronicling Interventions: US Direct Interventions and US Indirect Interventions”
Coatsworth, John H. ReVista, 2005.

Data of Press Freedom 2020
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2019

Ecuador 98 0 32.62 32.62 0.74 -1

El Salvador 74 0 29.7 29.7 -0.11 7

Guatemala 116 0 35.74 35.74 -0.2 0

Honduras 148 53.33 46.92 48.2 -0.33 -2

Colombia 130 45.95 41.84 42.66 -0.16 -1

Figures 5.  Press Freedom in 2020. The lower the score, the greater press freedom. (Reporters
Without Borders, 2020)
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Freedom House Nations in Transit Ratings, PERC Asia Risk Guide not included

Figures 6.  Corruption Perception Index. Clean scores are 100. Corrupt Scores are 0.
(Corruption Perception Index, 2019)

Figures 7.  Crime Per 100K Population from 1996-2021 in Honduras, Guatemala,
Colombia, and El Salvador.
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