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In Latin America, borders have historically been embedded in territorial spaces characterised 

by transborder forms of community coexistence, which predate their delimitation by states 

as zones of control and restriction of mobility (Dilla Alfonso and Contreras Vera 2021). 

However, many states in the region have long histories of military involvement in social 

control and public life, including public security, which has significantly shaped 

contemporary forms of border governance (Flores-Macías and Zarkin 2021). In recent years, 

the growing securitization of borders has further transformed both the technologies 

employed and the very conception of borders. As in the Global North, borders in Latin 

America are increasingly becoming mobile and extended beyond fixed geographical lines, 

expanding power dynamics through the embodiment of the border (Popescu 2011).  

Changing Mobility Patterns and State Responses 

Mobility patterns in the region have undergone significant transformations over the 

course of the twenty-first century. Migrations are complex and heterogeneous, encompassing 

not only movements within and between Latin American and Caribbean countries, but also 

migration flows originating from Asia and Africa (Herrera and Gómez 2022). The region is 

not merely a site of origin or transit; it has also become a destination for forced mobilities, 

thereby configuring migratory corridors or “transnational, contingent space of dispute- a 

product of the tension between mobility and control” (Álvarez Velasco 2022, 52). 
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State responses to changing mobility dynamics are commonly framed within public 

discourses of crisis (Blouin and Zamora Gómez 2022), which construct these mobilities as 

exceptional rather than as part of evolving patterns that arise from structural rather than 

contingent conditions. This framing legitimizes the simultaneous deployment of both 

compassionate and repressive measures (Stefoni et al. 2023). Within this context, I argue that 

checkpoints function as mobile dispositifs often operated through militarised logics that 

combine practices of control with forms of humanitarian assistance, while ultimately 

privileging enforcement-oriented strategies. A militarised approach thus prevails, 

subordinating humanitarian actions to security imperatives and, in doing so, exposing people 

on the move to heightened risks and forms of violence. 

Militarisation and Militarism in Latin America 

In Latin America, the histories and dynamics of militarisation and militarism as part 

of wider strategies of social control are particularly complex, and have a significant influence 

on how we approach checkpoints as mechanisms of border and mobility control and 

surveillance of people on the move. Governments of all political orientations—whether 

conservative or progressive—have increasingly turned to the military to carry out domestic 

law enforcement and public security duties (Flores-Macías and Zarkin 2021). Across the 

region armed forces are taking on roles beyond traditional defense, involving them in social 

and political functions, while also becoming normalized through the legitimisation of force, 

the military’s political influence, and substantial public funding (Lutz 2007; Solar 2021). As a 

result, the armed forces are politically utilised as an instrument of governance—especially in 

areas at the margins of state authority—to reinforce and reclaim state sovereignty (Frederic 

2020). 

In the last decades, the region has witnessed two concurrent developments: the 

militarisation of police forces and the direct deployment of the Armed Forces in public 

security operations (Flores-Macías and Zarkin 2021; Hochmüller et al. 2024). “In the most 

extreme form of militarization of law enforcement, the armed forces take on public safety 

tasks themselves, including crime prevention (security patrols); crime fighting (drug crop 

eradication and interdiction, drug, and arms seizures, searches and arrests, evidence gathering 

and interrogation); and prison security” (Flores-Macías and Zarkin 2021, 522). In these 

operations, checkpoints and inspections of vehicles and individuals inside and outside cities 

pose high risks to migrants, as these authorities are generally not authorized or trained to 
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conduct immigration checks and often rely on racial profiling strategies (Campos-Delgado 

and Yrizar Barbosa 2023). 

Moreover, in countries such as Mexico and Chile, migration routes and controls 

unfold in territories where the Armed Forces are simultaneously engaged in anti-drug 

operations and strategies to combat organised crime (Fernández de la Reguera and Del Río 

2025; Skaar and Malca 2014; Vera Espinoza and Penchaszadeh 2026). This overlap situates 

border enforcement within broader security agendas, shaping the modalities through which 

mobility is governed. However, the militarisation of border control does not necessarily stem 

from an explicit construction of migrants as threats. Rather, it operates through intertwined 

logics of crisis, care and control that legitimise militarisation as part of humanitarian 

assistance (Ramos and Tapia Ladino 2024). 

The Complexity of Checkpoints 

It is difficult to provide a fixed definition of what constitutes a checkpoint in the 

Latin American context, as its functions as a mechanism of social control are diverse, ranging 

from the regulation of mobility for both foreigners and nationals to the provision of 

humanitarian assistance and the control of drug trafficking or organised crime. Given this 

diversity, when analysed from the perspective of migration control, checkpoints emerge as 

central dispositifs. 

Due to their adaptability and flexibility, checkpoints are key mechanisms in the rapid 

transformation of the definition, management, spatialization, and expansion of borders, 

enabling their internalisation and individualisation (Bissonnette and Vallet 2022). 

Checkpoints may be either permanent or tactical, vary in location and infrastructure, and 

produce differentiated forms of harm, ranging from intimidation to temporary forced 

disappearance (Fernández de la Reguera and Del Río 2025). Whereas permanent checkpoints 

confine individuals within a defined space, temporary roadblocks generate fear and 

uncertainty (Castañeda and Melo 2019). 

Checkpoints usually fulfill the security-oriented objectives of the war on drugs and 

organized crime, while also adopting a military-humanitarian approach that combines 

oversight and protective functions. In Brazil, Alexander (2023, 525) studies the coexistence 

of humanitarian practices of containment and registration towards Venezuelans which “[…] 

operate under the guise of ‘let live’, while simultaneously enacting ‘will not let die’ or ‘will 

not make die’, through the management of mobility.” 
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Although countries in the region differ in the type of roles and level of control the 

military holds at the borders—for example, in Uruguay the military has more limited 

territorial control compared to Mexico and Honduras—the constant is that the Armed 

Forces and militarised police routinely carry out identification checks on people and vehicles, 

as well as arrests (Solar 2021). At Argentina’s borders with Paraguay and Bolivia, a situation 

unfolds similar to that of many other borders in the region: as these areas are labeled ‘hot’ 

and ‘porous’ by the media and governments, militarised police forces become overwhelmed, 

leading to the deployment of the Armed Forces to take control through patrols and 

checkpoints along access routes and border zones (FJEED et al. 2021; Frederic 2020). 

Having the military in charge of these tasks leaves more room for abuse, as they are 

trained to identify and eradicate the enemy, and not to be the first responders for migrants, 

commonly in need of international protection (García Alanís 2024). My research focuses on 

the case of Mexico, where checkpoints are primarily deployed along highways and migration 

routes and are operated by a range of legal, extralegal, and illegal actors pursuing diverse 

objectives, including the control of migrant populations, which ultimately expose people on 

the move to serious human rights violations (Fernández de la Reguera 2025). 

Military-Humanitarian Mobility Governance 

To better understand recent dynamics of migration control and humanitarianism in 

the region, it is necessary to examine Venezuelan mobilities (Prieto Rosas et al. forthcoming). 

Over the past decade, Venezuelan migration has reshaped migration policies across the 

region. Many states have responded through ad hoc measures (Vera Espinoza et al. 2021), 

combining reception-oriented policies with increasing controls on mobility and, in some 

cases, the militarisation of borders. These trends were further reinforced during the COVID-

19 pandemic, when most countries in the region closed their borders; in countries such as 

Brazil, Colombia, Chile, Ecuador, and Peru, these closures were accompanied by processes 

of militarisation (Álvarez Velasco, 2022; Blouin and Zamora Gómez 2022). 

One example of military-humanitarian governance (Pallister-Wilkins 2022) is the case 

of Operação Acolhida or ‘Operation Welcome’ in Brazil. Alexander (2023, 2024) analyses 

Brazil’s federal response to Venezuelan migration, a humanitarian–military operation led by 

the Armed Forces with civilian and international partners, focusing on border screening, 

shelter and assistance, and relocation of migrants within the country. He proves that the 

military-humanitarian approach creates subtle forms of violence reinforcing migrant 

vulnerabilities and exclusion. 
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Conclusions 

Checkpoints function as components within a broader assemblage of social control 

and policing that regulate the mobility of criminalized groups—both migrant and non-

migrant—shaping everyday movement in border areas and interior regions. Framed within 

discourses that construct mobility as a product of crisis, rather than as part of evolving 

regional patterns, these dispositifs are increasingly legitimized as necessary responses to 

exceptional conditions. This framing reinforces the expansion of both militarization and 

humanitarianism through checkpoints. Due to their flexibility and logistical feasibility, they 

are deployed as punitive instruments that extend borders and intensify migration controls, 

contributing to the further criminalization of migrants, who become easy targets for 

identification and arrest in border areas, along highways, and at urban entry points (Díaz 

Prieto 2016). As a result, migrants are exposed to racialized and gendered forms of extreme 

violence and serious human rights violations (Fernández de la Reguera 2025). 

  

References  
 

Alexander, Bronte. 2023. “Debilitating Mobilities: The Logic of Governance in Brazil’s 
Military-Humanitarian Response.” Mobilities 18(3): 520–536. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17450101.2022.2130708 

Alexander, Bronte. 2024. “Intimate Geographies of Precarity: Water Infrastructure and the 
Normalisation of Militarism in Humanitarian Intervention.” Political Geography 112: 
103130. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2024.103130 

Álvarez Velasco, Soledad. 2022. “Between Hostility and Solidarity. The Production of the 
Andean Region’s Southern Cone Transit Migratory Corridor.” In G. Herrera and C. 
Gómez (Eds.), Migration in South America IMISCOE Regional Reader (pp. 51–75). 
Springer. 

Bissonnette, Andréanne, and Ċetta Vallet, Élisabeth. 2022. “Internalized Borders and 
Checkpoints: How Immigration Controls Became Normalized Tools for COVID-19 
Responses in North America.” Journal of Borderlands Studies 37(4): 679–697. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/08865655.2021.1968928 

Blouin, Cécile, and Zamora Gómez, Cristina. 2022. “Institutional and Social Xenophobia 
Towards Venezuelan Migrants in the Context of a Racialized Country. The Case of 
Peru.” In G. Herrera and C. Gómez (Eds.), Migration in South America IMISCOE 
Regional Reader (pp. 169–189). Springer. 

Campos-Delgado, Amalia, and Yrizar Barbosa, Guillermo. 2023. “Arbitrary Detention of 
Mexican Citizens by Mexican Immigration Authorities.” International Journal for 
Crime, Justice and Social Democracy 12(2): 47–58. https://doi.org/10.5204/ijcjsd.2890 



POLITIKON: The IAPSS Journal of Political Science Vol 27 (1): May 2026 

33 

 

Castañeda, Heide, and Melo, Milena. 2019. “Geographies of Confinement for Immigrant 
Youth: Checkpoints and Immobilities along the US/Mexico Border.” Law and Policy 
41(1): 80–102. 

Díaz Prieto, Gabriela. 2016. Operativos móviles de revisión migratoria en las carreteras de México. Una 
práctica discriminatoria e ilegal. 

Dilla Alfonso, Haroldo, and Contreras Vera, Camila. 2021. “Fronterización y concertaciones 
transfronterizas.” Estudios Fronterizos 22(e069). 

Fernández de la Reguera, Alethia. 2025. “Encroaching Borders and Defenselessness of 
Migrants at Checkpoints in Southern Mexico.” Catalyst: Feminism, Theory, Technoscience 
11(1): 1–25. 

Fernández de la Reguera, Alethia., and Del Río, Jerónimo. 2025. Bajo la Bota II La 
Militarización de la Política Migratoria en México. Instituto de Investigaciones Jurídicas 
UNAM and Fundación para la Justicia y el Estado Democrático de Derecho. 

Fundación de Justicia para el Estado Democrático de Derecho, Sin Fronteras., DHIA, 
Derechoscopio, and IMUMI. 2021. Bajo la Bota I. Militarización de la política migratoria 
en México. 

Flores-Macías, Gustavo, and Zarkin, Jessica. 2021. “The Militarization of Law Enforcement: 
Evidence from Latin America.” Perspectives on Politics 19(2): 519–538. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592719003906 

Frederic, Sabina. 2020. “Crisis de soberanía y militarización de la frontera norte. La fragilidad 
estatal ante la amenaza de los crímenes organizados en Argentina.” Revista CS (31): 
17–42. https://doi.org/10.18046/recs.i31.3724 

García Alanís, Paola. 2024. La militarización del Instituto Nacional de Migración y sus implicaciones 
en las violaciones a derechos humanos de las personas migrantes. Universidad Iberoamericana. 

Herrera, Gioconda, and Gómez, Carmen. 2022. “Introduction: Emergent Issues of South 
American Migrations.” In Gioconda Herrera and Carmen Gómez (Eds.), Migration in 
South America IMISCOE Regional Reader (pp. 1–23). Springer. 

Hochmüller, Markus, Solar, Carlos, and Pérez Ricart, Carlos. 2024. “Militarism and 
Militarization in Latin America: Introduction to the Special Issue.” Alternatives: Global, 
Local, Political 49(4): 209–216. https://doi.org/10.1177/03043754241237648 

Lutz, Catherine. 2007. “Militarization.” In A Companion to the Anthropology of Politics (pp. 318–
331). Wiley. https://doi.org/10.1002/9780470693681.ch20 

Pallister-Wilkins, Polly. 2022. Humanitarian Borders: Unequal Mobility and Saving Lives. Verso. 

Popescu, Gabriel. 2011. Bordering and Ordering the Twenty-First Century: Understanding Borders. 
Rowman and Littlefield Publishers.  

Prieto Rosas, Victoria, Zapata, Gisela, Gandini, Luciana, Vera Espinoza, Marcia, Montiel, 
Camila, Debandi, Natalia, Nicolao, Julieta, Reyes, Vania, Jarochinski, João, 
Penchaszadeh, Ana Paula, Gatica, Gustavo, Bengochea, Julieta, Fernández de la 
Reguera, Alethia, Sánchez, Consuelo, Herrera, Gioconda, Franco Díaz, Marisol, and 
Carranza, Nicolás. forthcoming. “Disentangling Complexity in Migrants’ 
Documentation Pathways towards Regularisation in Latin America.” Journal of Ethnic 
and Migration Studies  



POLITIKON: The IAPSS Journal of Political Science Vol 27 (1): May 2026 

34 

 

Ramos, Romina, and Tapia Ladino, Marcela. 2024. “Entre humanitarismo y seguridad: la 
reorganización del control fronterizo en Chile (2010–2022).” Estudios Fronterizos 25. 
https://doi.org/10.21670/ref.2418154 

Skaar, Elin, and Malca, Camila Gianella (2014). Latin American Civil-Military Relations in a 
Historical Perspective: A Literature Review (6; CMI Working Paper). 

Solar, Carlos. 2021. Militarism and the Militarization of Public Security in Latin America and 
the Caribbean (38). 

Stefoni, Carolina, Matías Jaramillo, Aline Bravo, and Gustavo Macaya-Aguirre. 2023. 
“Colchane. La construcción de una crisis humanitaria en la zona fronteriza del norte 
de Chile.” Estudios Fronterizos 24. https://doi.org/10.21670/ref.2302113 

Vera Espinoza, Marcia, and Penchaszadeh, Ana Paula. 2026. “La normalización de la 
excepcionalidad en la gobernanza de las migraciones en Sudamérica: Cambios en la 
política migratoria y el manejo del desplazamiento venezolano en Argentina y Chile.” 
In Diego Acosta, Ana Paula Penchaszadeh, and Jacques Ramírez (Eds.), Descentrando 
los estudios migratorios desde Latinoamérica (pp. 231–266). Arazandi. 

Vera Espinoza, Marcia, Prieto Rosas, Victoria, Zapata, Gisela, Gandini, Luciana, Fernández 
de la Reguera, Alethia, Herrera, Gioconda, López Villamil, Stephanie, Zamora 
Gómez, Cristina María, Blouin, Cécile, Montiel, Camila, Cabezas Gálvez, Gabriela, 
and Palla, Irene. 2021. “Towards a Typology of Social Protection for Migrants and 
Refugees in Latin America during the COVID-19 Pandemic.” Comparative Migration 
Studies 9(52). 

 


