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Introduction

Resumen

Se presenta una exploración de la experiencia 
migratoria de las mujeres centroamericanas 
que laboran en bares en la frontera sur de 
México, entre Chiapas y Guatemala, desde 
el momento en que toman la decisión de 
migrar, hasta el momento en que han cruzado 
la frontera y se encuentran trabajando en 
ese sector. Se busca comprender la relación 
dinámica que estas mujeres tienen con 
su contexto, y también el rol de las redes 
sociales durante el proceso.

Palabras clave: mujeres migrantes, 
trabajadoras sexuales, redes sociales, 
trayectorias migratorias, frontera sur de 
México.

Abstract

Experiences of migrant women who work in 
bars on the Chiapas-Guatemala border

This article explores the entire migratory 
experience of female Central American 
migrant workers who work as sex workers on 
the southern border of Mexico, particularly 
between the state of Chiapas and Guatemala, 
from the moment they decide to migrate, 
cross the border, until they begin working 
in this economic sector. It also endeavors 
to understand the dynamic relationship that 
these women have with their context and 
the role that social networks play during the 
migratory process. 

Key words: migrant women, sexual servants, 
social networks, migrant trajectories, 
southern border of Mexico.

Experiences of migrant women 
who work in bars in the Chiapas-

Guatemala border

he analysis of the migratory experience of women from Guatemala, 
Honduras and El Salvador that work in the sexual industry and 
bars in the border region between Chiapas and Guatemala was 

carried out from observing the ‘migratory trajectories’ of these laborers; 
this is to say, by means of an approaching to their migratory studies, 
from the moment of making the decision of leaving their community to 
the moment of crossing the border and reaching the Soconusco region, in 
Chiapas. This is part of a comparative study of the migratory movement 
of men and women from Central America who seek to reach the United 
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States (trans-Mexican trajectories)1 or who which to cross the Chiapas-
Guatemala border in views of working in the Soconusco region, in Chiapas 
(local trajectories) in the commercial, domestic, agricultural, construction, 
services sectors and sex industry.

This way, based on that wide research, in this article only the group of 
migrants engaged in sex industry in bars on the border between Guatemala 
and Chiapas is observed; such a group comprises local migrants, but it is 
also located in the context of migration to the U.S.

The article is organized in two sections; the fi rst one describes briefl y 
the border region between Chiapas and Guatemala and its migratory 
phenomenon, the methodology used for this research and the theoretical 
framework for its analysis. In the second section we present the migrant 
women who work in the sex industry, to later analyze, on the one hand their 
migratory trajectories, and on the other discuss the role of social networks 
along the process. Finally a brief conclusion is presented in relation to 
the ways these workers interact in a dynamical manner with their context 
along the migratory process.

Laying the foundations 
The Soconusco and its migratory phenomenon
The Soconusco region accounts for eight percent of the territory of the state 
of Chiapas (74 415 km2); six out of the 16 municipalities of this region 
have a border with Guatemala: Suchiate, Frontera Hidalgo, Metapa, Tuxtla 
Chico, Cacahoatan and Union Juarez.2These municipalities, together with 
Tapachula, are a zone that connects Central America to the rest of Mexico 
and it has always been considered strategic for foreign investment (Arriola, 
1995). The main crossing point from Guatemala to Chiapas is between 
Ciudad Hidalgo and Tecún Umán, two cities divided by Suchiate River. 
This is a crossing full of contradictions, one in which the line between 
legality and illegality is thin.

The contemporary context diverse migratory fl ows are distinguished, 
which do not only come from Central and South America, but also from 
1 Migrants with trans-Mexican trajectories are also known as ‘trans-migrants’. This term has 
been used in the literature on trans-nationalism and refers to migrants who live in two or more 
social spaces (Glick Schiller, 1992). However, in my study the concept is used to difference 
those migrants that try to cross Mexico to work in the U.S., from those which emigrate to work 
in Chiapas.
2 The municipalities of the Soconusco region are: Acacoyagua, Acapetagua, Cacahoatan, 
Escuintla, Frontera Hidalgo, Huehuetan, Huixtla, Mapastepec, Mazatan, Metapa, Villa 
Comaltitlan, Suchate, Tapachula, Tuxtla Chico, Tuzantan and Union Juarez (National Institute for 
Federalism and Municipal Development; Instituto Nacional para el Federalismo y el Desarrollo 
Municipal, 2003; Arriola, 1995: 17).
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countries outside America; however, the most numerous group is that of 
the migrants (children, men and women) who come from the so called 
North-Central America triangle (Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador). 
These migrants, as I already mentioned, have as an objective to migrate 
to the U.S. or cross the border to mainly work in the Soconusco Region, 
Chiapas, in sectors such as the commercial, domestic, agricultural, 
construction, services, bars and sex industry. Some migrants in this zone 
are undocumented, others are not; there are those seasonal and permanent, 
some accomplish their original migration plan, but some other will have to 
adapt and adjust said goal.

Methodological notes

This analysis is based on a qualitative fi eld research carried out between 
2002 and 2003, in which interviews with key people and 38 semi-
structured interviews with migrants in working ages, representative of the 
seven groups under study, were held; this is to say, migrants who work in 
the commercial, agricultural, domestic, construction, services and sexual 
industry sectors and also transitory or “passer-by” migrants, who were 
not working in any sector. During that period, participant observation was 
performed, as well as analysis of documents generated by local actors, 
namely: National Institute of Migration (Instituto Nacional de Migración, 
INM), Beta Group and Fray Matías de Córdova Center of Human Rights 
(Centro de Derechos Humanos Fray Matías de Córdova, CDHFMC). 

From the sample of migrants whom were applied the semi-structured, 
seven were the sexual workers; besides these interviews, by means of 
participant observation I was able to informally talk to them and to actors 
they relate with (people such as staff from the Healthcare Center in Ciudad 
Hidalgo, bar attendants, bar neighbors and ‘coyotes’). This gave me the 
chance to complement the documental information and that obtained from 
interviews, in such manner that I gained a broader vision on their migratory 
experience. 

The approach, when gathering the information, consisted in locating 
the reasons why migrants work in this sector, the way they started working 
in it, and the relation between their job and their original migration plans; 
i.e., the degree of adjustments they had to make on their original plans and 
the destination they intended to reach (many of them planned to work in 
the U.S.) according to the circumstances they come across the migratory 
process. It was also a priority to notice the role of social networks in this 
process.
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Theoretical notes

The theoretical framework for the analysis is supported on the theory of 
structuration; in concrete, migration seen as a process of structuration 
(Morawska, 1985, 2001). The statement of the problem makes it possible 
to understand the phenomenon from the beginning and along the process, 
considering structures at the global, medium and local levels, interacting 
dynamically with the actions and motivations of the agents (the migrants). 
On this basis my argumentation is that migratory trajectories are shaped 
by the way migrants react before the circumstances they have to face 
along the process. Structures at different levels, from a global one to 
the most immediate structures (among them social networks), establish 
the conditions that eject and attract migrants, which gives form to their 
experiences along the process. However, this is a two-way process, since 
migrants are active agents with creative capacity, who have emotions, 
motivations and goals, and who react differently from one another —
according to the opportunities that context presents them with, and at the 
same time with their individual objectives and motivations.

In the framework of the theory of structuration I also consider the 
contribution that Sewell (1992) and Emirbayer and Mische (1998) made, 
restating the original model produced by Giddens (1976) and Bourdieu 
(1977). Sewell suggests that being agent indeed implies the capability 
to transform, however this capability is ascribed to a cultural and 
historic framework. Sewell considers that the ‘capability of autonomous 
management’ of the agent (or agency) is “the actor’s capacity to reinterpret 
and mobilize an array of resources in terms of cultural schemas other than 
those that initially constituted the array”.3This way, the structures —the 
author concludes— are dynamical and evolve along time.

On their own, the restating that Emirbayer and Mische (1998) make of the 
concept of “autonomous management” (or agency) allows understanding 
how the decisions and actions of the agents (men and women) are directly 
related to their past, present and future; these considered not as mere 
successive stages in time, but as dimensions that infl uence on the actions 
of the people or agent in a simultaneous manner. Hence, Emirbayer and 
Mische consider that “the capability of autonomous management” of the 
agent is tridimensional —a crucial notion for my analysis: one ‘iterational’ 
dimension, one ‘practical-evaluative’, and one ‘projective’ simultaneously 
present.4 The fi rst one refers to the interiorized patterns that help construct 
3 Quote: Sewell, 1992: 19
4 English terms: iterational (repetitiva), practical-evaluative (práctico-evaluativa), and proyective 
(proyectiva). (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998). 
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identities and social universes. The second dimension is related to the 
capability of making practical decisions to face present situations and 
emergencies. The third dimension has a future orientation and is related to 
imagination, dreams and possible options and trajectories of actions for the 
future. These three dimensions provide the agent with the creative capacity 
to face (and modify) their environment. 

I also take into consideration the distinction by Schutz (1967a; 1967b) 
on the motives people have to act: because of motives, which refer to 
forces based on external structures and on external resources; and in order 
to motives, which represent the dreams and motivations of people.5

Sexual workers 
In this context sex industry has established with heavy dependence on 
Central American women who cross the border to work on the border 
region or who crossed with the intention of reaching the U.S. These migrant 
women are laborers mainly from Guatemala, Honduras and el Salvador, 
who started working in this sector at an early age, in some cases as from 14 
years of age (Vázquez, 2001).

By means of my visits to the bars and the Healthcare Center in Ciudad 
Hidalgo, as well as the information contained in the documents it was 
possible for me to identify that as in the domestic sector, working in bars 
is an option mainly for women, however the difference is that women in 
households and in bars come from utterly different family conditions. 
Whereas women who work in households principally migrate from rural 
zones, sex workers can also be as young as households maids but come 
from more urbanized zones and most of them face violence in their families 
—usually with their partners—, in addition that most of them are mothers.

Through interviews with INM and CDHFMC staff, as well as 
observations carried out in fi eldwork, it turned out clear that the migratory 
status of a sex worker is commonly undocumented: they live and work 
with no offi cial authorization. They have no formal contract, which allows 
them certain degree of liberty to move from one bar to another (as long as 
they have no doubts to the bar owner). At the same time however, working 
with  in an unregulated manner places renders them vulnerable; they have 
to endure poor labor conditions, authority and boss abuse. Moreover, in 
case they decide to settle in the region, the possibility of asking for an 
5 English terms: because of motives (‘motivos de razón de ser’) and in order to motives (‘motivos 
de fi nalidad’) (Schutz, 1967a; 1967b).



January / March 2009

Experiences of migrant women who work in bars... / C. FERNÁNDEZ-CASANUEVA

165

MF36 work permit is minimal. At the same time, it is possible to notice 
that even if they have neither legal protection nor residence documents and 
their contract is informal, they do have the obligation to have a HIV test 
every Saturday in the local healthcare center. These centers have a list of 
the women who work in each bar, a list that the owner has the obligation to 
supply. If they fail to assist any Saturday they are fi ned, which also means 
that local authorities are aware of their presence and the place where they 
work.

Trajectories of migrant sex workers

The trajectories of people in sex industry, from the moment of starting the 
migration to the moment they reach the Soconusco Region, Chiapas, are 
the result from interaction between these women, their environments and 
the circumstances they have to face along the process.

By means of the information gathered in fi eldwork it was identifi ed that 
this migratory movement was inside a tolerant (or permissible) structure 
in the case of local trajectories; this is to say, when the migrants remain 
in the region to work. However, when it is migration towards the U.S., 
the trajectory is constructed inside restrictive structures. These restrictive 
structures focused on halting undocumented migration into Mexican 
territory, combined with the permissive and tolerant local structures, in 
which there is a high demand for sexual work, give as a result that a great 
deal of migrant women have to stay in the region instead of moving to the 
north.

Before migrating: the moment to make the decision

The decision of migrating is, for sexual workers, a combination of personal 
and familial strategy; it is one of family in the sense that it may represent 
the possibility of earning a wage to send it as a remittance. However, 
unlike migrants engaged in other sectors, for sexual workers migration is a 
personal strategy that enables them to escape from a situation of domestic 
violence. This way, the idea of migrating can mean for this women can 
become a sort of severance with the family —sometimes leaving their 
children with grandmothers or any other feminine relative— and at the 
same time a good alternative to help them with remittances. 

6 FM3 is the document that entitles non-native Mexican to work in Mexico and to live in the 
country as well.
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The structural conditions inside their households infl uence them to 
emigrate, at the time the structures of Soconusco propitiate the space for 
them to work in said sector. The dream for a better future, the possibility 
of a better wage (projective dimension), together with the knowledge of 
being able to emigrate (iterative dimension) and the pressing need to leave 
home (practical-evaluative dimension) establish the conditions to develop 
the management capability of the female migrants (even if once they work 
in the bar perhaps these dreams of liberation are not necessarily fulfi lled).  

Hence, in addition to the economic needs, female migrants also decide to 
leave their community as a reaction to aggressive and repressive structures 
in which their condition of women places them in vulnerable condition 
at their households. As a matter of fact, all the sexual workers I had the 
chance to talk to (in formal talks and interviews) had children, six of the 
interviewed migrant women were separated from their partners and three 
of them recognized that the decision to leave their countries was because 
of problems with the partner. 

In the following testimonial, Irene, a 23-year-old Honduran woman, 
speaks of her experience in this sense:

I used to be a housewife, I have three children. Well, when I fought with my 
husband, we made a plan there with two friends of mine to make an attempt 
at crossing to the United States, then we arrived Guatemala, in Tecun Uman.

This testimonial verifi es what a study by National Institute of Public 
Health (Instituto Nacional de Salud Pública) detected in 1999 at Chiapas 
border, in which it is shown that almost half of the interviewed sexual 
workers in the region had escaped from domestic violence (Rojas, 2002: 
99). As a matter of fact, “economic reasons and yearn for change… are 
equally important and frequently they overlap” (Tacoli, 1999: 670).

Even if migrating is for these women is at the same time a personal and 
family decision, for the migrant women with both local and trans-Mexican 
trajectories the decision making process is not the same. The local migrants 
have the intention of working in Chiapas and this sort of employment only 
stop on the road to an alternative not freely chosen.

Below I present the testimonials of two sex workers: Melany, a 30-year-
old Salvadoran who left a son with her mother because she wanted to work 
in the regions (local trajectory); and Mercy, a 39-year-old also from El 
Salvador, who left three children to join her partner that had migrated the 
year before (trans-Mexican trajectory):
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Uh because I had a lot od reasons to go, I mean, the economic in El Salvador 
and we split, my husband and I, so out of disappointment I came here.
At no time, I have never dreamt to go there, because I arrive here and then go 
back home. I have never had the American dream. Being here I can come and 
go home (Melany).
Sales are low, but no so much because bad times but just to go because of my 
husband,    it doesn’t work a home like that, he there. He told me: “follow me”, 
but later he told me to wait. And I hurried to come, and I said: “from Mexico, 
I call you”, and he expects a call from me (Mercy).

This way, for women who plan to migrate to the U.S., the decision of 
remain in the Soconusco to work is part of a plan to emigrate north or is a 
consequence of the barriers found on the road —it is common that women 
with plans to emigrate to the U.S. still consider said country as their fi nal 
destination, in spite that in reality many of them remain working in the 
region for long periods. This situation represents the because of and in 
order to motives that respond to structural conditions, motivations, plans 
and dreams for a better future. 

After migrating: along the road

As it was pointed out in the previous section, the experience of trans-
migrants (this is to say, those migrants in transit, with the intention of 
emigrate to the U.S.) who work in this sector differs from that of those 
who intended to work in the region from the start of the migratory process. 
It is common that trans-migrant women had crossed several times trying to 
move northwards (not only cross the State of Chiapas) before they started 
working in bars. Those who had as an original plan to work in bar (even 
if it was not the choice freely made) can cross the river and reach their 
destination (not far from the border) with no great barriers on the road.

Besides, it is important to bear in mind that as in other sectors (such 
as the construction), there is a differentiation between Guatemalans and 
other Central Americans: Non-Guatemalan cannot access the local passing 
and must travel longer distances using CA4,7 which differences from 
Guatemalans, regardless the original migration plan. These structural 
differences, from the start and during the process, can infl uence of the way 
the trajectory will take and therefore the management capability of migrant 
women.

7 CA4 means ‘Centro América 4’ and it is the document that enables Central Americans to transit 
through central America by a limited period.
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Those women who had trans-migration as an idea original, i.e., the road 
towards and through Mexico, can represent an experienced loaded with 
frustration and abuses that eventually lead to sex work. It is common to 
fi nd sex workers who were deceived, mugged and abandoned by ‘coyotes’ 
and assailants. It is also possible to fi nd cases in which these migrants had 
to face migration agents who retain them and previously deported them, 
and even extorted them.    

In the following fragment of the testimonial of Mercy, the way in which 
she was involved in this kind or activity, in spite that at the beginning her 
idea was to emigrate to the U.S. She had been in Chiapas for only a week 
at the time of the interview and still had the  idea to move on:

Well I was detained and they forced me. I was told that I paid the fi ne or if I 
wanted to work and the old lady paid the fi ne. “It is a restaurant”, they said, 
and it wasn’t a restaurant but a bar. When we arrived, we cried! But my cousin 
managed to leave and start working at a place there, preparing food (Mercy).

As it is possible to notice, these women can be forced to perform 
sexual work because people related to this industry make them believe 
that without their intervention (paying a fi ne to the authorities) the migrant 
women would have been deported. Likewise, it is also usual to fi nd women 
who were offered posts in services, when in reality they arrived to work in 
the sex industry.8

Once in Chiapas

Local migrants and trans-migrants alike, sex workers face authority abuse 
and usually are entangled in situations in which they owe money to the 
bar owner, which had been paid to the authorities to free them or to cover 
a fee for their weekly HIV-AIDS test —as previously explained. These 
circumstances (because of motives) make them stay in a specifi c bar until 
they paid their debts. This, linked to the easiness of fi nding people in the 
region willing to contact them with sex work, potentiates the possibilities 
for them to work in the sex industry (structural conditions that infl uence on 
the action capacity of the agent).

The ways that migratory trajectories related to the sphere of bars take 
along the process are the result of a dynamical combination of structural 
conditions, available resources, motivations and personal needs. The period 
8 It is possible to verify that most of these women are forced to perform sex work once they have 
left their community. With the information I have, I could not affi rm that there are no cases in 
which a woman has been forced from the start of her migratory trajectory, i.e., from her very 
country.
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they remain working in this sector and in the region may vary according 
tot their plans and the possibilities that appear. If they still have migrate to 
the U.S. in mind, they do not plan to stay for long and will try to move on; 
for some of them, working in a bar is merely a stop in their travel and can 
mean an income to afford their expenses and learn important information 
and establish contacts with people that can help them —for instance any 
truck driver willing to take them or an offi cer that might help them get 
migratory documents.

Marta, an Honduran sex worker, explains in this fragment of the 
interview what her presence in the region represents for her plans. The fi rst 
time she traveled with a coyote, but after she was robbed and abandoned, 
she was in need of making adjustments to her original strategy:

Here I was told: “get on the bus and do this and that…” and then they supposedly 
advice me, because here I do fi nd Mexicans and they say: “you have to do this, 
I can help, I can get you this document…” and then I have made friends here 
that will help me to leave legally. I have three weeks in this bar and I’m well 
known already.

In the following testimonial, Brenda, a 20-year-old Honduran, explains 
how she become involved in sex work, changing her original plans of 
migrating to save to pay for her travel to the U.S.

I was supposed to only work in Tecun with some friends, and in Tecun I met 
this guy that cheered us up to go to the United States. I met the coyote in a 
shelter. He showed up there and we met. I spoke to my brother in the United 
States so he sent us money, he said yes from in Mexico City. Then the coyote 
left us in a town in Chiapas, from there we went on our own.

Sex work can be seen as a strategy that trans-migrant women resort to 
save and pay for the rest of the travel to the U.S. What is more, regardless 
of what sex work implies, it can also be seen as an opportunity in the sense 
that demand for this occupation is high and permanent, unlike other sectors, 
such as the agricultural or construction sectors (to which male migrants 
have access). Hence, structural conditions at local and intermediate level 
can be an advantage for the actors along their migratory travel, from 
their communities to the planned destination. However, it is also true that 
women can be in a more vulnerable position than men, particularly in the 
case of the originally trans-Mexican trajectories, in the case there is no 
strong social network. In this sense, structural barriers block the capability 
of migrants to act, modifying and even blocking their original plans. This 
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way, being immersed into such structural conditions, the three dimensions 
of the management capability operate in a simultaneous manner: the 
migrant women will make us of their knowledge on means to migrate and 
reach the planned destination (iterative dimension), they will have to care 
for their immediate needs (practical-evaluative dimension), and a the same 
time they will have to adjust their plans, goals, motivations and original 
motivations (projective dimension).

Given the restrictive structural conditions for migration toward the 
north, the barriers for women in particular, it is possible to notice that 
trans-migrant women in this sector decide not to migrate to the U.S. and 
stay to work in the region. In the case this occurs, they usually visit their 
communities within a year; but whichever the adjustments they have made 
on their original migration plans, and even working in the sex industry can 
become a steadier project, it will never be a long term plan for them. They 
will insist on migrating to the U.S., if they maintain that original plan, or 
those who do not want to move northward will have the desire to change 
activity, either in Mexico or in their country, or will keep the dream of 
marrying a man who can take them away from sex work and support them 
and their children:

I want to keep on working to raise and educate my children God permitting, 
send them to school, feed them, the best I can give them three, also the one 
with my mum. Yeah, when I get a man that gives them all I’m going stay with 
him. In the meantime, I’ll keep on working (Bety, 25 years old, Guatemalan).

Even if they have the illusion to work in other sector, emigrate to the 
U.S. or marry a man who loves them and can support their children, as 
long as they are in Chiapas they will be in a disadvantageous position and 
commonly will fi nd it hard to fulfi ll those dreams. In the particular case 
of sex work, being undocumented migrant and a woman exposes them to 
deceits and abuses. As a matter of fact, because of that condition they were 
forced to enroll in the sex industry in the fi rst place; being an undocumented 
migrant woman places them in the most marginalized place of the region, 
render them vulnerable to the abuse of employers, authorities and local 
population. These restrictive structures work to marginalize them, and at 
the same time demand their presence. In this context, they make use of 
their creative capacity as a survival mechanism to somehow fi t into the 
circumstances they live.
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Social network of the bar workers

In order to have a better understanding of the social network of a migrant 
woman working in a bar, it is necessary to identify the people, who in 
decisive and critical moments, once the migratory process starts, interact 
in a way or another with the migrant women. It is also necessary to locate 
the place where these people are (this is to say: Chiapas, in another place in 
Mexico), the sort of relation they have with the migrants (relatives, friends, 
coyote, etc.) and the sort of bond between them (if it is strong or weak 
as Granovetter classifi es them, 1974); it is also necessary to learn if the 
relation is stable or casual, if it is vertical or horizontal or if its maintained 
with a man or a woman. Likewise, also must be clear the elements (or 
dimensions) of the social networks9 and key information, knowledge or 
support said network offers, paying especial attention to the sort of support 
received, namely: emotional, economic or transactional. Recognizing the 
resources these migrants have will make it possible to identify the social 
capital10 they possess being part of a social network: the way in which 
the social network, as an immediate structure (as a because of motive), 
provides the migrant with tools to develop their autonomous management 
capability.

Thus, one has to begin recognizing that it is possible to affi rm that the 
structure of sex industry and bar is so well established in this border region 
that in order to start to work in it, it is not indispensable to have a highly 
effective and solid social network. In fact, the existing structure from the 
departure of the community, along the road and once in the region allows 
fi nding a job in the border region, particularly in this sector.

9 Size refers to the number of people comprised in a social network; density to the amount 
of bonds between them; centrality to the distribution of power among the members —being a 
horizontal relationships when two members have the same power in the network; and vertical 
when the distribution of power is uneven. The dimension of grouping is related to the different 
densities inside the same network: the members of the network will have more bonds with some 
members than with others.  Finally, multiplexity refers to the overlapping of different bonds 
between members in a network; for instance, two members can be simultaneously relatives and 
coworkers (Portes, 1995: 9-10).
10 Coleman (1988) explains that social capital is inserted into and acquired by means of social 
networks (micro-structures) and even though it is not tangible as other sorts of capital, it makes 
it possible to reach certain projected goals. Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992: 119) defi ne social 
capital as the “the sum of the resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual or a group 
by virtue of possessing a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual 
acquaintance and recognition” (TN: quotation).
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On the migrant has left her community, it will possible to be in touch 
with people involved in the industry along the whole journey to Chiapas. 
At crossing the border (and even before), the migrant can contact service 
providers (men and women), owners and managers of bars (they can be 
men or women), other sex workers (mainly women), authorities (mainly 
men) and the local community (men and women).

After the migrant leaves her community, the fi rst contact she has is with 
service providers with which they may establish a temporary relationship. 
Local transaction: it is possible to fi nd these actors in places such as hostels 
near the border or bus stations in Tecun Uman seeking to attract women to 
work in bars. It is likely that once crossing the border, a taxicab driver or a 
triciclero11 takes the women to a bar —transactional support— or provides 
them with information for a specifi c bar that hires women.

In the following testimonial the ways in which a sex worker can receive 
information and support to fi nd their fi rst job in the sector once they have 
left their community. 

Well here, when one comes looking for a job, those that help are tricicleros. 
You tell them take me to a bar and they take me there, or taxi drivers. [Reaching 
a bar] one gets there and asks for a room and you get it. They always hire you. 
The more women the better. They never say nor pick you. In other classier 
places they do, but not here (Bety).

Here when the migrant is hired, she generates weak temporary bonds 
with the owner and managers in which she works, with coworkers, local 
police offi cers, healthcare staff, migration agents and clients.

The migrant establishes a vertical, transactional and economic 
relationship with the owner and the bar manager. They are those who set the 
rules she has the follow and the amounts she can receive from her sex work; 
it is also common that the sex worker receives loans from these people, 
which generates the obligation to return the favor. In the mean time, the sex 
worker also develops a temporary relation with the clients, interchanging 
service and money (transactional and economical relationship).

This is a testimonial by Irene, in which she describes some of the rule 
she and her coworkers have to follow. She does not recognize anything 
oppressive in her relationship with the employer and indeed this lack of 
recognition makes me think that the interaction between both parts is 
coercive and not totally fair and transparent.

11 People who ride a rickshaw, this term is used in the border region.
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No, for instance now that is not working hours and we want a soda we ask him 
[the boss] to have one and pay him later. But in working hours one gets fi fteen 
pesos for every beer one gets invited; everyday but Sundays. We work from 
three, well here he does not demand what time one starts, it depends, right? 
But the shift is from three to two in the morning; but we can choose, you don’t 
have to work all the time. It is not like in other bars that if you’re not ready and 
dressed at three they get fi ned with three hundred pesos (Irene). 

While the migrant is working in the bar, she also develops bonds with 
their coworkers; in relation to this, most of my interviewers expressed not 
to have a very close relation with her coworkers, as they thought it was 
more reasonable not to related and have a comfortable distance with them. 
In spite of not recognizing it, I nevertheless consider that even if these 
relationships are complex and are prone to be tense and aggressive, they 
work and live together, which implies an interchange of thoughts, feelings 
and information related to other job posts, and even to migrate to the U.S. 
By daily interaction with this feminine social network, they learn and 
acquire information in the sector, life in the region and life as a migrant, 
thereby its importance.

Yeah, I mean I don’t mess with anyone, I lead a happy life and if there are 
problems, I move away from them. Well, I’m reserved and friendly, if they 
don’t mess with me, I don’t mess with them, but if they do I’ll get even. But 
thank God we get on well (Melany).

The relationship sex workers have with authorities is vertical, but 
varies depending on the sort of authority and the relationship generated 
between both parts. According to the interviewees, they have a “positive” 
relationship with the local police in the sense that these authorities “protect” 
them and even warn them before a migratory inspection in a bar —sex 
workers have fear the migratory agents as they are working undocumented; 
besides, the relationship with the staff of the healthcare system is limited to 
a transaction: making a HIV test every Saturday.

As time passes, the sex worker establishes tighter bonds: babysitters, 
new employers, clients, migrants in this sector, more local residents 
(neighbors, for instance), migrants they met in Chiapas, and on occasion 
new partners. The more knowledge and external contacts they have with 
men and women (more weak bonds), the higher possibilities to settle in the 
region; this is to say, the migrant acquires a broader social capital. Thus, 
both the size and density of the network increase. 
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A good instance of the benefi ts reachable through the new bonds 
established once the migrant lives in the region is offered by Bety, who 
explains how a Mexican who she emotionally involved with  helped her 
bring her children to Cuidad Hidalgo: 

… we arrived in Cacahuatan for the fi rst time and there I started to work. And 
there I met a Mexican and went to live with him. because of this guy I lived we 
went to pick my children. They lived with my mom and now they live here in 
el Rosario, here I rent a house. I’m in the day with them, at night I go to work. 
I start at 8 and fi nish at 2 or one in the morning (Bety).

In the following testimonial, Megan, a 22-year-old Guatemalan, 
presents a clear description of the interaction between a migrant with 
different actors in decisive moments; healthcare center staff, the bar owner, 
local police and a local resident woman:

[Now I work] in Los Amigos, the fi rst place he took me was La Rielera. There 
I lasted two days because we were caught because we hadn’t had the analyses 
and we didn’t go because we hadn’t money because we just started, and the 
lady owner said nothing, she didn’t lend the money. Then a guy cop took me 
out and it was when I changed to the bar where I’m now. Then I talked to a lady 
and she told me that she lent me the money to leave (Megan).

Likewise, below I cite some fragments of the testimonial by Irene, who 
clearly describes the way in which from her marginalized position, as an 
undocumented woman working in this sector, interacts with employers, 
various authorities and local residents, including new partners and 
babysitters 

  … police protects us, even last night there was an raid. A lot of policemen and 
patrols; because we’re illegals, because most of the people who work in we’re 
illegal; and that day they took some girls from other bars, but they come here to 
let us know (the cops) and told us to leave and I left there (a backdoor). And I 
had a fever and went out like that, it was at seven in the evening when I heard: 
migración! And as nervous as I was I took on sandal, the sneakers, I didn’t 
know what to do. Because we don’t bother or mug anyone, as other migrants 
that go there stealing from people and because of that they help us (the cops).
Then I met a boy that worked in a bank in Ciudad Hidalgo, then he paid for 
all my debts and took me out and became his woman. Then from here I lived 
with him and he helped a lot to my friends too, and so on my friends worked 
elsewhere and made money and got back to Honduras. I stayed with him, I 
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still see him but the problem was that I hadn’t told him I had children, then 
I brought my daughter that I have here with me. And when he saw my girl 
everything changed, she didn’t like it at all. Yeah, she’s one year; a very kind 
lady cares for her, I met here in front of the bar where we were sold (Irene).

Along the migratory process, women who work in this sector maintain 
the strong bonds that existed from the start of said process; this is to 
say, bonds created with women who look after their children (because 
frequently they cannot bring them), their very children and some other 
family member, relative and friends. These permanent bonds with their 
children, family, relatives and friends have the important role of promoting 
the integrity of the migrant, or providing the migrant with the necessary 
emotional support. In the particular case of bonds created with the 
people that look after their children in their hometown or in Chiapas, the 
relationship is generally vertical and migrants have the obligation of an 
economic retribution.

As long as these bonds are preserved, in time the migrant acquires a 
broader social capital, as she has generated suffi cient bonds, expanding her 
network and generating a role with more centrality in it; still they remain 
vulnerable and lack power before the bar owners. At the same time however, 
it is possible for her to have the power to move from one bar to another, pay 
for someone to look after her children, offer information, knowledge and 
support to new migrant women and people from her hometown.

Therefore, it is possible to state that even within that marginalized 
situation in the region, using their woman position and working in this 
sector, sex workers also have access to information and can receive support 
from key people. They are capable creating bonds with authorities and 
coyotes, gain knowledge and obtain support that if it s their objective, can 
be ultimately employed to continue to the U.S. At the same time, women 
who have changed their original trans-migration plans (or those who have 
never had them) create bonds with members of the local community or 
with other migrants that are better established (for instance, women to look 
after their children or men to start a relationship), this way, they settle in 
the region.
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Conclusions 
As it has been described, local structures in the border region of Chiapas 
have established the conditions for the sex industry, to a large extent fed 
on Central American women. Working in this sector is not an ideal option 
for these women, who frequently become involved without being their 
original plan, a fact that can challenge their capacity of management and 
action. However, by means of the analysis of the migratory trajectories 
of these women and the exploration of the role of their social networks 
along their migratory process, I consider it has been possible to clarify, 
even if the management capability of these women is limited, their 
experiences during the process and the social networks they create enable 
them to accumulate the necessary social capital to increase the capability 
of autonomous management (action and movement), in such manner that 
they infl uence the local structures even if sometimes these structures offer 
very few chances.  

So, along time, the agents (sex workers in this case) affect and modify 
the structures at a local level with their actions and in spite these changes 
frequently go unnoticed, they are indicators that sex workers are also 
agents of change and interact in a dynamical manner with the immediate 
structures and through this interchange it is that the migratory processes 
sustain and take shape.
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