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Abstract: The borders between Tijuana and San Diego are often conceptualized as barriers, 
blocking the movement of people and, perhaps, even culture from traversing. This work, by 
means of a short historical review, empirical research of the Tijuana–San Diego borders and 
their functionality, and in depth interviews, explores the interconnection between individuals 
regularly navigating two nation-states and the borderscape. I argue that the routinized movements 
of transborder commuters in the borderscape illuminate the political, geographical and 
historical complexity obscured by the conceptualization of Tijuana and San Diego as disparate 
nation-states. Transfronteridad as a lens through which to analyze the practices, processes, 
perspectives and identities of transborder commuters in the borderscape is both exposed by 
transborder commuters and enabled by them. The renewed zeal for anti-immigrant rhetoric in 
the US is negatively affecting these transborder flows and the lifestyles of the commuters. This 
work aims to expose the value of a better understanding of this unique, yet often overlooked, 
group of people, transborder commuters.
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1. Introduction

A border is generally understood to function as a selective membrane that controls the 
various types and quantities of goods and people that enter and exit a country. The United States 
borders, particularly the southern borders with Mexico, are often advertised as being ports of 
entry with serious structural, in addition to legislative, flaws. These southern borders have a 
history of politicization and Mexican migrants in the US a long history combating intentionally 
deployed negative stereotypes, having been depicted as criminals and abusers of lenient US 
immigration policy and the social welfare systems. Between Tijuana, Baja California, Mexico 
and San Diego, California, USA, however, there are ordinary people who cross the borders 
habitually for various legitimate reasons. Many, in fact, are dual Mexican–American citizens. 
Where do they fit in the border debates? How have they been affected by the ways this Mexico–
US borderscape works today with reshaped points of access and technologies of crossing? 

By exploring the recent history of the borders alongside personal narratives of border 
crossing, I aim to develop a better understanding of the effects of the borders and the borderscape 
on the lives and identities of the people who navigate them most. To do so, I frame members 
of the Tijuana transborder commuter population as figures of mobility who shape this US and 
Mexican borderspace through their long history of routinized crossings and their utilization of 
both sides of the nation-state borders at San Ysidro.

Identifying Tijuana and San Diego as a borderscape involves setting aside the notion that a 
nation-state border stops culture. This borderscape is a modern binational space in which the 
borders and their evolution have affected the culture by means of the formation of a deeply 
connected, bordered society. Investigating the borders through the experiences of transborder 
commuters allows us to explore not only the physical space but also the shared culture and 
formation of identity unique to borderspaces. The transborder commuter population often 
utilizes the border to join, rather than separate, the different elements of their lives. How does 
this then affect the relation of people to the space and their identity? Do transborder commuters 
develop a so-called transfronteridad with an inherent transborder identity? 

There is a rich literature on the field of mobilities that is useful for engaging these questions. 
Salazar (2017), for instance, suggests that ‘figures of mobility’ are critical to conceptualize human 
mobility and understand lived experiences. In his work, he highlights “the nomad (Deleuze 
and Guattari 1986), the exile (Said 2000), the pilgrim (Bauman 1996), the tourist (MacCannell 
1976), the pedestrian (de Certeau 1984) and the flâneur (Benjamin 1996)” (p. 9) as critical 
contemporary figures . Here in this thesis, I explore the ‘figure of mobility’ in the Tijuana border 
region, not as a migrant, but as a ‘commuter,’ navigating the border in varied everyday ways. This 
approach helps better investigate everyday border crossings in this region at a time when the 
borders are increasingly securitized and questions of migration and migrants are increasingly 
politicized.

To understand the figure of the commuter in the context of Tijuana and San Diego, I 
build as well on a broad literature on borders, particularly Brambilla’s (2015) notion of the 
borderscape, which she defines as not only the border and surrounding regions but, in fact, as 
“a conceptual tool to question the complexity of the dynamics through which border landscapes 
are produced, across and along the boundary lines between different nation-state sovereignties” 
(p. 20). This approach helps me open up an understanding of the Tijuana borderscape and its 
multiple borders as sites where I explore everyday transborder negotiations and their associated 
privileges and burdens.  

This thesis examines the ‘figure of the commuter’ in the Tijuana borderscape, a space 
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particularly disrupted by certain historical events. The border’s conceptualization and role has 
been especially influenced by two major events in the history of Mexico–US border politics. 
The first event was the signing of NAFTA (North American Free Trade Agreement), which 
sparked the subsequent measure Operation Gatekeeper—the implementation of additional 
security measures along a 66-mile stretch of the land separating Tijuana from San Diego. The 
second event was the 9/11 terrorist attacks, which resulted in widespread fear and the sudden 
and violent overdevelopment of anti-immigrant sentiment towards anyone construed as not 
wholly American. Although anti-immigrant and anti-Mexican sentiment was always present 
in this borderspace, public fear concerning the current state of the borders and migration 
has escalated. This research explores the sanctioned, legal forms of commuting, as opposed 
to unsanctioned border negotiations, which is particularly important in this region where the 
border is clearly demarcated as a divide of the global north from the global south. Viewing 
this region as a singular borderspace helps make visible border crossing practices and their 
connected expressions of border identity in a borderscape shaped by varied forms of mobility. 
Through this lens, the legacies of the relationships between Mexico and the US, Tijuana and San 
Diego, and ‘migrants’ and ‘locals’ who commute across the border become clearer, allowing for 
a modified analysis of the space and the relationships formed within this historically dependent 
and contentious borderscape.

To build the thesis, I introduce the Tijuana–San Diego borderscape and its history as a 
space of everyday commuting in Chapter 2. Then, by means of a range of existing literature 
on mobility, migration and borderscapes, I make a case for further exploration of the unique 
precarity of the Tijuana transborder commuter lifestyle. In Chapter 3, I present the structures 
and functioning of the Tijuana–San Diego borderscape that shape commuting, including 
detailing the distinctive experience of going north into the US versus going south into Mexico. 
This deeper understanding of the Tijuana–San Diego borders is necessary to comprehend the 
personal narratives of the selection of transborder commuters presented in Chapter 4. Through 
the exploration of the daily negotiations of transborder commuters between Mexico and the US, 
I demonstrate, in Chapter 5, how a better understanding of the space and the functioning of the 
border along with the commuter narratives gives insight into the current border culture and the 
unique formation of border-dominated practices and expressions of identity—transfronteridad. 
Finally, in Chapter 6, I return to the current situation at the border to explore the effects of 
the negative politicization of these borders on commuters, as well as on the broader migrant 
community.

2. Borders and Migrants to Borderscapes and 
Commuters: Relevant Research

The borders are popularly understood primarily as physical blockades that control the 
diffusion of goods and people from side to side. They are also gateways between the north and 
south through which people, goods, and cultural practices travel. Viewing Tijuana and San Diego 
as two separate borderspaces does not accurately depict the social and cultural dimensions of 
the daily practices of transborder commuters. Despite the securitization measures, the borders 
are extremely porous and the interactions of the inhabitants of both sides are an indication of 
the limits of a nation-state border. For this reason it is valuable to reframe the surrounding 
borderspaces as a borderscape. It is the identification of the border fluid practices that allows 
us to understand the identity formed as a result of habitual border negotiations (Utley García 
& López Estrada, 2014). In other words, the borders can be viewed as what connect, rather 
than separate, differently conceptualized cities like Tijuana and San Diego—with Tijuana 
historically being associated with “vice and violence”, but also with more freedom than is felt in 
San Diego.1 Living between two such dissimilarly theorized spaces may result in higher levels 
of interaction and dependence of people on each other and the spaces, which is, in essence, 
transfronteridad. Transfronteridad depends on the level of interdependence between the 
people on both sides and the relation of the people to the spaces in terms of the frequency of 
crossings, the meanings behind the crossings and even the direction of crossing (Iglesias-Prieto, 
2008). Is transfronteridad, in this case, a framework through which to understand transborder 
negotiations, practices and even the borderscape? 

To answer this question, the first step is to review the recent historical events that have most 
affected modern migration politics and border policy in this region. The next step is to investigate 
some of the relevant literature pertaining to mobility, borderscapes and transfronteridad. I then 
attempt to bring transborder commuters to the forefront, as a population with valuable insights 
into the actual functioning of the borders and border politics at a time of extreme border 
uncertainty. In the last section, I detail the methods of my research.

2.1 Historicizing the Borders

Before World War II the Tijuana–San Diego borders were unrecognizable from what they 
are today. In the words of Otto Santa Ana, “during the late 19th and early 20th century the 
political border between Mexico and the US was no restraint on the free movement of people 
to the north and south. In these respects Mexicans are not immigrants to the US” (1999, p. 
192). The past, present and, undoubtedly, the future of Mexico and the US, particularly that of 
borderspaces such as Tijuana and San Diego are uncompromisingly linked. 

According to a 2007 Migration Policy Institute paper, circular migration can be defined as 
“a continuing, long-term and fluid movement of people among countries that occupy what is 
increasingly recognized as a single economic space” (Agunias & Newland, 2007, p. 2). The same 
United Nations Development Programme paper presents, additionally, the European

1  The disparity between Tijuana and San Diego is established by the following popular saying in Spanish, 
“En los EE.UU uno se siente seguro pero en Mexico uno se siente libre.” Translated to: “In the United States one 
feels safe but in Mexico one feels free.” The term, “vice and violence” was adapted from David Carruthers and 
Kristin Hill Maher’s book (forthcoming), Making Unequal Neighbors: Borders and the Politics of Place Stigma.
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Commission’s definition of circular migration as being “a form of migration that is managed in 
a way allowing some degree of legal mobility back and forth between two countries” (Newland, 
2009, p. 7). Commuters residing in the Tijuana–San Diego borderlands can be understood 
in line with both of these definitions because, “The fiction of cultures as discrete, object-
like phenomena occupying discrete spaces becomes implausible for those who inhabit the 
borderlands. Those who live a life of border crossings include but are not limited to migrant 
workers, nomads, and members of the transnational business and professional elite (Gupta 
& Ferguson, 1992, p. 7). Therefore, “the difference between circular migrants and commuters 
is, after all, one of degree rather than kind” (Newland, 2009, p. 6). The expansion of circular 
migration programs increases the opportunities for safer, legal migration from the developing 
world, which, according to Agunias and Newland, is beneficial to both countries (2007, p. 1). 
Why, therefore, are regulations affecting this particular demographic also being strengthened? 

Some of the policy related problems surrounding the proper functioning of circular migration 
arise from the promotion by the destination country of labor and not people (Castles & Ozkul, 
2014). The fresh power dynamics that have come out of the border’s evolution and securitization 
have meant brand new controls on the cross-border flow of bodies and goods between North 
American neighbors and the unsurprising prioritization of the flow of commodities over people 
and labor, resulting in reduced possibilities for circular migration.2 

“Restricting free circular mobility between home and host countries, such as introducing 
immigration quotas, increasing border protection and enforcing return migration, 
has often backfired. (…) Instead of reducing labor migration, restrictions simply shift 
migration routes, change the type of migrants entering the country and render sojourner 
migrants permanent. Entry without inspection and overstaying visas increase, increasing 
the number of migrants staying in the host country. Lost options for legal re-entry makes 
families unify and procreate in the host country” (Constant & Zimmerman, 2013, p. 56).

Circular migration is widely assumed to be a win-win situation for the country of origin and 
that of destination. Evidence from cases where migration is unconstrained suggest that circular 
migration is an attractive (and possibly preferred) option for many migrants. From here emerged 
various temporary labor programs.

Between 1942 and 1964 about 4.75 million men were contracted as unskilled, temporary 
agricultural laborers in the Bracero Program as part of an ‘emergency’ war effort (Mitchell, 
2013). Before, throughout and after programs like these, workers continued to migrate back and 
forth across the Mexico–US borders. It wasn’t until the 1990’s securitization reforms that these 
patterns were truly disrupted. The southern U.S. border was partly militarized as a mechanism 
of the “war on drugs,” with the military drafted to play an interdiction support role (Andreas, 
2003, p. 3). Shortly after, as part of the newest effort in the “war on terrorism”, government sectors 
like Homeland Security were rolled out and the numbers of border agents all over the country 
increased. “Today there are more Border Patrol agents [the uniformed enforcement wing of 
the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS)] in the San Diego sector alone than there 
were along the entire 2,000-mile-long southwest border two decades ago” (Valerio-Jiménez, 
2001, p. 246). Although likely an unintended and counterproductive consequence, events like 
these have ultimately resulted in circulatory migration being increasingly complicated by the 
ever increasing securitization measures and, therefore, undocumented workers being forced to 

2  This is a reference to Josiah Heyman (2012), Douglas S. Massey et al. (2002), Glenn Sparrow (2011) and 
the collection edited by Dirk Hoerder and Nora Faires (2011) who identified that the trade agreements alongside 
some of the most notable US securitization efforts intentionally left out provisions for the free movement of people. 
In fact, Heyman bluntly and rightly states that this “favoring [of] capital over people fits perfectly within the broad 
value system of capitalism” (Heyman, 2012, p. 265).

remain permanently in the US.
Movement is not uncommon for humans, in fact sedentarism has been the exception rather 

than the norm throughout the course of human history. Salazar and Smart posit that while 
earlier scholars may have viewed border-crossing movements as out of the ordinary—ordinary 
being in line with “place-bound communities, cultural homogeneity, and social integration”— 
many scholars today, in light of globalization and cosmopolitanism, are promoting international 
movement as a normal state (2012, p. ii). Bilgin Ayata concurred, stating that the last 100 years 
have seen an especially drastic shift from Empire to nation-state and a securitization of politically 
enforced borders.3 However, this normalization should not obscure the human sacrifice and 
unique place-based relationship that can be formed by communities vested in multiple nation-
state spaces. This issue must be viewed from a historical perspective in light of past and on-
going relationships and the growth and transformation of industrial capitalism (Glick Schiller 
& Salazar, 2012, p. 6). Certain types of cross-border movements, commerce in particular, have 
historically been prioritized. Salazar and Smart state that,“Transnational borders, by design, 
encourage the mobility of, for example, business travelers, tourists, migrant workers, students 
and discourage that of illegal migrants and refugees” (2012, p. iii). Is it possible, however, that the 
transnational borders between Mexico and the US are currently also discouraging sanctioned 
movement? 

The agreement of Mexico and the US to the terms of NAFTA in 1994 “broadly freed the 
cross border movement of investment capital, property rights, and commodities, although 
there continue to be barriers of various kinds. NAFTA did not, however, have any provision for 
the similar free movement of people, as labor or as members of human communities” (Heyman, 
2012, p. 265). Douglas S. Massey, Jorge Durand and Nolan J. Malone have a similar take on 
the not-so-subtle intentions of the agreement, saying that “even as they sought to restrict the 
movement of workers across the Mexico-US Border, U.S. authorities were constructing a 
framework to integrate North American markets to facilitate the cross-border movement of 
goods, capital, commodities, and information” (Massey et al., 2002, p. 2). It is argued that this 
timing was in no way coincidental as the goal of the former agreement was to facilitate the 
import of goods, not people (ibid, p. 49). 

One of the most notable securitizations measures, was the subsequent measure I referred 
to earlier, Operation Gatekeeper. Operation Gatekeeper, also signed into action in 1994, 
incorporates 66 miles of the Tijuana–San Diego borderland starting at the Pacific Ocean and 
going past Tecate (mile 43), the smallest of the three San Diego borders. It falls just short of 
the bounds of San Diego County. Historically, San Diego was the preferred site of entry for 
individuals wishing to avoid inspection, according to Bill Ong Hing’s reference to a U.S. Border 
Patrol San Diego Sector Strategic Planning Document, due to its manageable terrain and 
proximity to larger settlements  (2001, p. 126).4 Throughout the Clinton Administration, similar 
operations were also put into place in Arizona and Texas. 

Authors such as Kristin Hill Maher and David Carruthers (forthcoming), Peter Andreas 
(2009) and Hing (2001), do not shrink away from the blatant statement that these measures 
were simply not successful. Andreas (2009) and Maher and Carruthers (forthcoming) affirm 
that people, as they are wont to do, merely found alternative and significantly more dangerous 
routes into the US. Hing goes as far as to say that a major side effect of these unsuccessful 
measures was, rather than a decline in undocumented crossings, a notable rise in smuggling, 
the expansion of the smuggling industry and more lost human lives (2001, p. 130). Since the 

3  Part of a lecture by Bilgin Ayata, at Universität Basel on 13 December 2018 at 10:00.
4  Extracted from Gustavo De La Vina’s, U.S. Border Patrol San Diego Sector Strategic Planning Document 
from 29 April, 1994. Cited by Bill Ong Hing.
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signing of NAFTA the number of bodies found in the San Diego area has increased. Operation 
Gatekeeper was meant to secure the borders and reduce the ability of ‘illegal aliens’ to enter 
the US by making their crossings more visible, but between 1994 and 2001, the bodies of 625 
migrants were found on the US side of the borders. I propose that the increasing body count is 
yet more evidence of border securitization and capitalist trade ranking higher on the spectrum 
than human life. 

Oscar Jáquez Martínez (1994), Pablo Vila (2000) and Norma Ojeda (2005) have explored 
aspects of the resultant border culture that have emerged from the shared history and culture 
of the cities of Tijuana and San Diego. They are part of a larger body of literature that examines 
borderlands and their economic and socio-political linkages and relations. In this case, these 
authors help us understand the intertwining nature of this region, the shared culture, in terms 
of food, routines, holidays, music, and language.5 The figure of the migrant, here replaced 
by the figure of the transborder commuter, may be the vehicle toward an understanding of 
transfronteridad by means of the transborder practices that intertwine both sides of the Mexico–
US borders. 

2.2 Understanding Mobility: Figures of the Transborder Commuter

It is difficult to understand, and therefore to disrupt, the figure of the migrant without first 
understanding mobility. Mobility, together with immobility, naturally affects the majority if 
not all aspects of life. To study (im)mobility is to study the biological, social, and historical 
transformation of human kind.6 (Im)mobility, in this case, refers the spectrum of movements, 
non-movements, and everything in between of people, capital, commodities, etc., and is often 
characterized by particular figures. 

Traditional mobility is thought of in terms of vertical economic movement, which is 
assumed to afford certain rights as well as a higher socio-economic status (Salazar & Smart, 
2011). According to Salazar and Smart, “Mobility may well be the key difference and otherness 
producing machine of our age, involving significant inequalities of speed, risk, rights, and status, 
and mobile people are engaged in the construction of new, complex politics of location and 
travel” (2011, p. v). Socio-economic climbing, vertical mobility, is perhaps the first example of 
mobility that springs to mind.  Both Birgitta Frello (2008) and Stephen Greenblatt (2009) confirm 
that social, economic and cultural mobility, relating to finances, status, or cosmopolitanism, 
respectively, are regular expressions of mobility, as are the geographic and horizontal mobility 
that do not result in socio-economic betterment. That said, the concept of mobility, according 
to Salazar, “captures the common impression that our life-world is in flux, with not only people, 
but also cultures, objects, capital, businesses, services, diseases, media, images, information 
and ideas circulating across (and even beyond) the planet” (2017, p. 4).The study of mobilities 
and figures of mobility, therefore, encompasses significantly broader topics than the traditional 
characterization of mobility would lead us to believe. 

Inspired by the work of Raymond Williams on keywords, Joshua Barker, Eric Harms and 
Lindquist (2013) propose ‘key figures’ as “particular sites that allow access to ideological 
formations and their contestations” (2009, p. 36). In other words, as Lindquist (2015) later 

5  Individuals of the borderlands who do not cross the borders are also influenced by the cross-border flows 
of ‘culture’.
6  The understanding of (im)mobility used above is a thread of multiple works by Robert L. Kelly, Noel B. 
Salazar, Alan Smart and Bradley Rink.

articulates, the ‘figure’ is ethnographically and historically situated.7 Salazar, tracking Williams’ 
1976 contribution, works to “trace the evolution of our key figures, adopting a genealogical 
approach that not only explains the meaning of a concept today, but the contestation and points 
of rupture in which the clusters of meaning shifted in a historical perspective” (2015, p. 9). A 
figure of mobility is, therefore, a lived experience of a particular kind in a particular historical 
context. 

Of the currently recognized key figures of mobility, none clearly elucidate the intricate 
relationships of the transborder commuter to mobility and immobility, localization and 
transnational connection, or their history and experiences in relation to the imaginaries 
of migrants.8 By means of a new lens of mobilities, coined regimes of mobilities, the 
normalized notion that there exist fixed relationships between people, place and movement 
can be interrupted. Place-making and borders are now understood to be directly relational 
to the particular relationships and social networks formed in these regions (Glick Schiller & 
Salazar, 2012, p. 13).9  Jo Vergunst uses a new figure, the figure of the pedestrian, to theorize 
the historical, political and material processes of the figure of mobility. Via the regimes of 
mobility lens, he explores activities of everyday life to emphasize the current discourse around 
power and movement. He uses the figure of the pedestrian to disrupt notions of a pedestrian 
as isolated and naturally individualized (Vergunst, 2017, p. 16). He, like Lindquist (2015) 
confirms the importance of understanding figures of mobility as contingent on specific socio-
historical contexts and the ability to move between contexts. Therefore, mobility can only fully 
be understood when actions and reactions, mobility and immobility, spatiality, and history are 
considered together. In this work, the key figure of mobility is the modern day transborder 
commuter, a figure of mobility and the focus of this research.

With the stories of transborder commuters I share in the coming chapters, I attempt to 
demonstrate that people living in Tijuana cross the border, for instance, on a daily, biweekly, 
weekly, or even monthly basis and that their reasons for commuting cannot be understood 
within traditional frameworks. By considering this a migrant population, we lose the specific 
context and the complexities of their motivations. This, I argue is a damaging simplification that 
allows the media and other sources to paint diverse groups of people, entire communities, as 
only as strong as their weakest link. Take, for example, these quotes by Donald J. Trump, which 
associate Mexicanness with crime. 

“They’re going to build a plant and illegals are going to drive those cars right over the 
border…And they’ll probably end up stealing the cars” (Trump, Interview, 21 October 
2015). 

“When Mexico sends its people they’re not sending their best. They’re not sending you. 
They’re not sending you. They’re sending people that have lots of problems, and they’re 
bringing those problems with us. They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re 
rapists. And some, I assume, are good people.” (Trump, Interview, 16 June 2015).

He takes one popular negative depiction of an extremely varied population and propagates 
it as indicative of their social imaginary—the shared values of the institutions and society in 
general. The group becomes associated with lawlessness and criminality, and understood as 

7  For an alternative view, see Thomas Nail (2015), who describes the figure as extremely mobile, constantly 
progressing and regressing along a spectrum of different social conditions (p. 235).
8  The six key figures are as follows: (the nomad (Deleuze and Guattari 1986), the exile (Said 2000), 
the pilgrim (Bauman 1996), the tourist (MacCannell 1976), the pedestrian (de Certeau 1984) and the flâneur 
(Benjamin 1996)
9  This understanding builds on the work of Anthony D. King (1996), Re-Presenting the City.
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fundamentally dangerous. Their image becomes rooted in broad, unsubstantiated imaginaries 
of migration

Trump’s, and others’, anti-Mexican statements bring to the forefront the perceived precarity 
of an existence dependent on access to the US, when, as I demonstrate later, Mexicans that 
commute across this borderland do so in varied rhythms, patterns and frequencies. There is a 
pattern of deployment of a type of rhetoric that endangers the transborder lifestyle. The pattern 
presented itself again during the events of 26 November, 2018. On this occasion, for six and a 
half hours the San Ysidro border gateways, the principle commuter borders between Tijuana 
and San Diego and the busiest land crossings in the world, were closed. During this time, the 
current President of the United States Donald J. Trump issued the following statement via 
Twitter:

“Mexico should move the flag waving Migrants, many of whom are stone cold criminals, 
back to their countries. Do it by plane, do it by bus, do it anyway you want, but they are 
NOT coming into the U.S.A. We will close the Border permanently if need be. Congress, 
fund the WALL!” (Trump, Twitter post, 26 November 2018).

His tweet was in response to a mobilized group of protesters, in Tijuana, disputing their 
stalled paperwork. Through this comment, aimed particularly at Central American refugees 
currently living in Tijuana while seeking asylum, he again connected Mexico with migrants and 
criminality. Via the above comment, Donald J. Trump also directly threatened the functioning 
of the southern borders, the means of contact and survival of much of Tijuana’s population. 
Many Tijuana families, not to mention families in other parts of Mexico and the US, rely on the 
borders not only for work but to stay connected to family. Their crossings are sanctioned and 
many of the commuters, in fact, are US citizens. With popularized statements like these, made 
and propagated by the political figurehead of a globally powerful nation, how can we expect 
anything other than the ethnically charged environment we are currently facing?

Anti-Mexican rhetoric, however, is not new. It has a long, stable history in the border 
regions. In the 1930s, the word marijuana (and locoweed which translates to crazyweed), for 
example, systematically replaced earlier terms such as ganja and reefer and associated the 
growth, distribution and consumption of the recently criminalized product with Mexicanness 
via the intentional political deployment of the notably Spanish sounding term.10 The negative 
associations did not stop there. In a 1999 publication, Santa Ana used data-driven metaphor 
analysis to catalogue the metaphors used in hundreds of Los Angeles Times articles. In this 
period, it was demonstrated that the news media was complicit in actively dehumanizing 
immigrant workers. As a result, people of Mexican heritage living in and commuting throughout 
the borderland, among others, faced serious disruptions to their way of life. In addition, as I 
will share, a large percentage of transborder commuters have the ability to live permanently 
in the US but choose to not do so. Unlike the “immigrants are animals” rhetoric that evokes 
an image of immigrants doing all in their power to claw their way into the US to remain there 
permanently (Santa Ana, 1999), transborder commuters willingly choose to inhabit spaces both 
to the north and south of the Mexico–US borders. In other words, transborder commuters, 
like so many migrant Mexican figures, do not fit the type of Mexican in the US that so often 
presents itself in US discourse. I take this argument forward by arguing against the general 
dehistoricized notion of Mexicans in the US that is promoted in the media. Instead, I explore 
the transborder commuter as a contested figure of mobility by exploring the varied reasons 
and ways in which these individuals regularly cross the nation-state borders between Tijuana 
and San Diego. Like Barker et al. (2013a), who build analysis on the figure as a ‘real person’ 

10  Grass is Greener (2019) documentary film.

who, in effect, embodies the social configurations of the historicized society in question (pp. 
162–164), I develop the figure of the transborder commuter from the unique lived experiences 
of my participants. The figure of the transborder commuter has evolved in the varied ways I 
explore in the following discussion. In line with this notion, this paper works to analyze the 
unique transborder commuter experiences of mobility and the effects of said mobility on 
practices of transfronteridad, the identities formed in the borderlands and the lived experience 
of commuting. 

2.3 The Borderscape, the Borderlands, and the Borderlanders

The Southwestern most Mexico–US borders, between Tijuana, Baja California, Mexico 
and San Diego, California, USA, simultaneously separate and join these two regions. This is a 
dynamic landscape of relations and controls. All borders are inherently imbued with the power 
to shape not only the spaces on either side but also to create, categorize and determine the 
value and evolution, and forms of mobility possible for the people who inhabit the space. The 
borderscape helps us pay attention to not only the evolution of the border controls, but also to 
the borderland and its effects on social, cultural and identity formation. 

The suffix -scape was popularized by Appadurai’s (1996) work, which helped understand 
identity in relation to landscape, and, in his case, explored the disjunctures of global and locally 
rooted cultural flows (of capitalism). Scapes, therefore, are situated and produced in actors’ 
historical, linguistic and cultural contexts (Appadurai, 1996, p. 33). Building on Appadurai, 
the term borderscape was used in a 1999 performance by Guillermo Gómez-Peña and Roberto 
Sifuentes and developed further by Brambilla (2015).11 Brambilla introduces the borderscape 
concept to help understand the central role that borders play in modern society. She posits 
that borderscapes are “a space for liberating political imagination from the burden of the 
territorialist imperative while opening up spaces within which the organization of new forms 
of the political and the social become possible” (Brambilla, 2015, p. 18). This understanding 
of border studies is a crucial step toward reframing borderspaces as a borderscape that clearly 
illustrates the complex and interdependent cross-border processes and practices.

For Dell’Agnese and Amilhat Szary a borderscape incorporates transnational territories with 
transnational flows, as opposed to earlier theorized clear-cut national territories (2015, p. 6). 
Thinking of the borders as a landscape of ebbs and flows of goods and people allows us a way of 
identifying and tracking the relations of people to the borders and the relations formed around 
and enabled by the borders. Gupta and Ferguson (1992), for instance, suggest we need to re-
territorialize this entire region as part of a singular space of negotiation highly interconnected 
in its history, economics and politics, for instance. I build here on this conceptualization. Many 
people living in Tijuana regularly navigate both sides of the Tijuana–San Diego borders and 
I have come to understand that they regard both sides of the border as spaces in which they 
are mobile. In addition, borderland residents who do not navigate the actual borders remain 
affected by the transnational flows that characterize the borderlands. 

When we consider the borderland as one intertwined territory, instead of two territories, 
we can reimagine the visual representations of the space recognizing the inevitable and 
constant shaping and reshaping of the border in the minds of the people in the borderland 
and, particularly, in the minds of those moving through it on an everyday basis. It is here that 

11  The piece by Peña and Sifuentes was titled Borderscape 2000: Kitsch, Violence, and Shamanism at the 
End of the Century.
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a focus on transborder commuters becomes important, as they are the regular utilizers of the 
borderland and essential to the production of the borderscape. Their routinized use of and 
practices surrounding the border give it its materiality and shape its relational nature (Strüver, 
2005, p. 170). The borderscape, therefore, creates a unique borderland. The borderlands are 
a self-denominated territory that hold their own ideological formations and contestations, 
unique to any other place. The borderland is described as being any space adjacent to a border. 
The territorial limits vary depending on the geography and the unique history of the particular 
border (Martínez, 1994, p. 5).  This space, in turn, gives rise to a border culture from which 
transborder practices and the conceptualization of identity of the commuters, or fronterizos, 
sprouts and is nurtured. Ojeda suggests,

“Transmigration corresponds to a phenomenon of the border space related to the everyday 
life of fronterizos and one which is regulated by the asymmetric conditions of economic 
power, social development, international political management and the cultural differences 
that exist between Mexico and the US. The transmigratory movements adopt various 
forms. The most recognized corresponds to the movements of commuters people who live 
on one side of the border but work on the other side. Other less recognized modalities are 
the daily north-south and south-north crossings of people looking for products, services, 
individual development opportunities and better living conditions” (Ojeda, 2005).

A fronterizo is a borderlander and a transfronterizo is someone, in this case the commuter, 
who moves constantly between two societies characterized, generally, by their social inequalities. 
Borderlanders may live strictly on one side but are often faced with people and/or articles 
originating on the other side. 

Borderlanders are a group that may only exist in a borderland space due to the opportunities 
that arise from the unique geographic location and the political, and often socio-economic, 
conditions noted by people who can access or gain from both sides. Here Martínez suggests 
that, “To be a borderlander is to have opportunities unavailable to people from the heartland 
areas. Through exposure to transnational interactions and transculturation, borderlanders 
are able to develop versatility in their human relationships, and access to a foreign economy 
increases employment possibilities and consumer choices” (1994, p. 25). It is this mix that I 
consider in the case of Tijuana–San Diego transborder commuters whose regular interactions 
on both sides of the border have created linkages that indicate the need to reevaluate the way we 
conceptualize the interactions that occur within the borderspaces. 

The borderspaces that emerge in areas such as the Tijuana–San Diego border region allow for 
and create new and conflicting lifestyles that are only possible because of the proximity to and 
mobility across the border. According to Ojeda (2005), among other traits, this [transfronterizo] 
society is characterized by the extreme social inequalities that it presents that combine to offer 
an ample mosaic of options for populations that live on both sides of the border, and from 
which emerge contrasting and sometimes conflicting lifestyles alternative to those which could 
be called “Mexican lifestyles” or even “North American lifestyles”. In contrast, transfronteridad 
can be understood as a border lifestyle encompassing the behavior of the border population and 
understood overall as a border culture (Martínez, 1994).

Martínez describes border culture as being historically as well as geographically and 
economically produced and as present in the daily, regularized patterns of association, in 
everything from superficial contact to intimate relationships. 

“Border culture is rooted in the influence that boundary exerts on the lives of 
borderlanders. In other words, the processes that make up the borderlands milieu—

transnational interaction, international conflict and accommodation, ethnic conflict 
and accommodation, and separateness—are central elements in the values, thinking and 
behavior of border people” (Martínez, 1994, p. 53). 

It is this border culture that I consider in the case of the Tijuana–San Diego borderland, 
exploring the ways in which it forms a basis for transfronteridad in this region. 

Transfronteridad is a condition popularized by Norma Iglesias (2008) that identifies the 
cultural and social cycles that allow for the divided lifestyles of people who occupy space in San 
Diego and Tijuana simultaneously. Understanding cross-border negotiations as transfronteridad 
makes visible the complex social, cultural, political and geographic ‘citizenship’ practices that lead 
to unique expressions of a border-dominated identity formed between disparate urban settings 
and dependent on the access and mobility created via regularized crossings (Iglesias-Prieto, 
2008). Transfronteridad is central to almost every aspect of routinized transborder lifestyles in 
one way or another. Regardless of the patterns and frequencies by which they cross the border, 
borderlanders are infected by transnational commodities, mindsets and particularities of the 
region as a whole. Transcultural interaction in these regions is heightened, with transnational 
products and behaviors more readily available and apparent, by shared vocabulary, eating 
habits, and routines, for example. Tijuana–San Diego as a hybrid region or locality gives way to 
an identity created and expressed in relation to the borderscape (Utley García & López Estrada, 
2014). It is transfronteridad and its implications that my work explores. Those living in the 
border regions are not simply Mexican, or American, or even Mexican–American. A Mexican 
passport, or a US passport or visa are identity documents that do not reflect or produce a 
shared set beliefs and codes of ethics. They should not be confused with identity, an evolving 
understanding of self as a product of place and space, a product of (im)mobilities. 

Instead identities of borderland individuals are bound in the transborder lives they lead and in 
the particular values, thinking and behavior dictated by their daily lived realities. Here, I explore 
the values, thinking and behaviors of transborder commuters, to examine their experiences 
and to reflect on what binds them to each other and the Tijuana–San Diego borderscape. Vila 
(2000) and Martínez (1994) propose that there is a unique borderland mentality, which Vila 
describes first as multiple and second as an understanding by which border dwellers view not 
only Anglos as the ‘other’ but also Southern Mexicans, Mexican Americans, Asian Americans, 
and African Americans (p. 6).12 In the body of this thesis, I explore transborder commuter 
culture, building on Ojeda’s (2005) argument for transborder or what he calls transfronterizo 
culture. From this culture emerges a concept that is broader than ‘transnational identity’ or 
‘commuting’ as they are traditionally understood. The transfronteridad of the transfronterizo 
is influenced by the social inequalities and political charges of both sides and expressed in the 
mixed daily practices common to this type of commuter. Commuter lifestyles, in consequence, 
are neither traditionally Mexican nor traditionally American. While Ojeda suggests that they 
differ in some ways even from the larger borderland lifestyle, here I track the ways in which the 
transborder community produces ‘transfronteridad’, examining its unique motivations, traits 
and forms of (im)mobility.

Interestingly, the real unifying force between the larger borderland culture and the smaller 
transfronterizo population is the relationship and proximity to the border. It is the influence, 
politics and socioeconomic fluctuations of both nation-states that join these groups to each 
other more than to Mexico or the US as a whole. The borderland lifestyle is not equivalent to 
the Mexican or even the North American lifestyle, it borrows from both and creates its own 
12  This is in opposition to the claim of Mexican scholars, such as Jorge Bustamante (1981), who assert that 
identity construction on the Mexican side of the border is a dual process in which Anglos are the only or main 
“others”.
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category. As Martínez suggests, “Put another way, U.S.–Mexico borderlands culture is the 
product of forces and influences generated by the boundary itself, by regional phenomena from 
each nation, and by the transculturation shared by Mexicans and Americans” (1994, p. 53). The 
border, through the particular, stringent ways it attempts to separate and control the movement 
of people, is actually responsible for the creation of a new culture, a culture shared by the 
Mexicans, Americans and transfronterizos that inhabit this space. From here, transfronterizos 
draw even more particularly from the values and practices of the borderland overall, creating 
a unique identity through which they screen, understand and live their daily lives. In other 
words, transfronteridad is a convolution of internalized thoughts, feelings and experiences that 
emerge, in part, in response to regular negotiations, in my case, commuting, along and near this 
busy, multimillion dollar border assemblage, this politically influential borderscape. 

2.4 Filling the Gap: Methods to Bring Transborder Commuters into the 
Debate

There is currently very little literature exploring commuter negotiations of the Mexico–US 
borders. Tijuanenses, residents of Tijuana, because of their proximity to the US, are inherently 
affected by borderland politics and borderland mobility. Even those unable to cross come 
regularly into contact with those who can, as well as US products that have transcended the 
border. The same is true of the Southern San Diego area. There are restaurants in which the signs 
in the window read “Se Habla Inglés” or “We Speak English” instead of “Se Habla Español” or 
“We Speak Spanish”. These signs, located in San Diego, are announcing to customers that there 
are people inside who speak English, meaning that this may not be the norm and it is necessary 
to advertise the fact (albeit in Spanish). The borderland spaces are an intertwining milieu of 
subtle and obvious cultural flow. As would be expected, food culture and other consumer 
choices, eating schedules and habits as well as shopping choices, for example, flow freely, as does 
the mix of Spanish and English language. However, due in part to the opportunities available 
only to borderlanders, those living in both Tijuana and San Diego may experiences a lifestyle 
easily distinguishable from that of their counterparts living in the heartlands. Explorations 
of transfronteridad, the distinctive experiences and ethnographic practices of transborder 
commuters, therefore, opens up the utility of transborder commuters as a figure of mobility. It 
is expressions of transfronteridad that I explore in the remainder of this thesis. 

Through my exploration of the daily routines and rationale of various transborder commuters, 
I explore the Tijuana borders as connecting rather than separating the border population via 
the complex social and cultural practices that take place within the borderscape. This is not a 
migration debate, it is an attempt to broaden the understanding of what is currently at stake in 
the borderlands, what will be disrupted if threats to disrupt the borders are realized. I do this 
by introducing a group very familiar with the workings of the borderlands, those who know the 
realities of crossing and living in this borderland best but are, nevertheless, rarely acknowledged 
in public and popular debate, or in the scholarly literature. My exploration of the border 
centered on the remembered experiences of regular commuters as well as time spent utilizing 
the borders and borderspaces myself. Part of the process of understanding the borders and how 
people experience them was to learn more about commuter negotiations of the borders. I did 
this by means of time spent at the borders and interviews with commuters.

For this work I used information gathered during two months of ethnographic field work 
at the borders in San Ysidro to complement the detailed stories of commuting that came out 

of, in-depth interviews with four commuters and their families along with sixteen shorter 
interviews with people briefly encountered on their way to San Diego. The work involved 
spending between two and three hours, at different times of the day, outside of one of the main 
commuter crossings between Tijuana and San Diego, four to five times per week. The most 
common borders for commuter crossings are the various gateways of San Ysidro (explained in 
Section 3). Therefore, I spent the majority of my time at those crossings, and all of the in-depth 
as well as short interviews were with individuals who use the San Ysidro borders to get to work. 

The borders are, understandably, busiest in the mornings and evening when people are 
rushing to or coming from work. In my experience, holding conversations with commuters 
at these peak times was, therefore, most impractical. For this reason, I chose mostly to spend 
afternoons in San Ysidro, sitting in the shade of the palm trees outside of the San Ysidro PedWest 
crossing for commuters on foot. There, about ten meters equidistant from the bus stop and the 
exit of the security point, are low rocks, an aesthetic addition to this new crossing, shaded by 
the aforementioned palms and invitingly placed for those who have been on their feet for too 
long in the, generally, extensive border lines. While also observing from this vantage point the 
general patterns of the people in San Ysidro, I waited for a likely commuter to stop to tie their 
shoe or sit on the low wall by the bus stop for a short rest. I used the other moments to take 
pictures, scratch out notes and try to start conversations with the other members of the waiting 
populous. By remaining here I could gauge more or less how long I would have to speak with 
each person by confirming whether or not they were waiting for the bus. The people I stopped 
generally answered my questions with descriptions of their commuting routines or general 
crossing experiences, how long they had been crossing and how they were able to cross, with 
which type of documentation. When time permitted, I also attempted to gauge how often the 
commuters crossed for reasons other than work and what those reasons were.

The next step involved interviewing various individuals, and sometimes their families, 
who commute primarily for work. The interviews indicated that those who are in the US 
primarily for work frequently perform various other activities in the US. The commuters all 
demonstrated varying levels of relations with the US, ranging from very integrated to not so 
integrated. I confirmed that all of the commuter families had adopted, in their homes and lives 
in Tijuana, various US cultural practices that can likely only be observed with such frequency 
in a borderland region such as Tijuana. 

The majority of the 20 interviews, as mentioned, were short interactions that took place at 
the bus and tram stops near San Ysidro PedWest and San Ysidro Puerta Este, respectively. The 
five in-depth interviews, however, took place all over San Diego and Tijuana. For the first in-
depth interview, I met Tony at his home in Chula Vista San Diego and sat down with him and 
his mother for just over two hours. We also communicated via Whatsapp. 

The second interview took place between Óscar’s place of work and the border. We drove 
together to the border, both to better utilize his time and to put him a bit more at ease. I 
conducted an additional interview with Óscar a few weeks later during which I again met him 
outside of his work but this time accompanied him back to his home to experience crossing 
with him and to meet and speak to his wife. 

The next interview was a quick meet and greet in San Diego with Professor Raúl. I joined 
him lunching with some of his colleagues, during which time everyone present explained their 
connection to San Diego and their reasons for having traveled from Tijuana on that day. I met 
Raúl a second time at a café near his home in Tijuana to discuss his history and experiences as 
a commuter for work. In addition to these two interviews, I met with Raúl a third time about 
six months after our initial meeting to check my facts and hear more in-depth accounts of 
particular, and often difficult, points of his commuter experiences. 
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The final in-depth commuter interview took place in Playas de Tijuana where I learned 
about Santiago’s history of commuting and how his connection to the US, specifically to San 
Diego, has developed over the years. Santiago’s son Héctor shared stories of the relation he 
developed to San Diego and to the borderspaces as the child of a commuter. This information 
was collected in two meetings. The second meeting was a six month follow up. Tony and Óscar 
were not interested in verifying the information that I had collected and, therefore, did not 
think a follow up necessary. 

I conducted an additional interview, off the record, with a CBP (California Border Patrol) 
official who explained to me some of the inner workings of their system, as well as his role as a 
gatekeeper, and allowed me to better develop Section 3 of this work in which I describe the act 
of crossing and the different elements involved from both sides—both in terms of the Tijuana– 
San Diego relationship and the CBP–commuter relationship. 

I chose these methods, exploring the personal and familial narratives of commuters, as a way 
to better understand the borders themselves. I grew up in and around San Diego and have been 
crossing the borders my whole life. However, acting as a commuter on these borders allowed 
me to experience similar situations to those in which commuters regularly find themselves, e.g., 
the border at rush hour. Preliminary work of this borderscape, I felt, had to be conducted in 
a way that explored how the figure of the transborder commuter is a vessel for understanding 
transfronteridad as a framework illuminating the complex cultural and social practices and 
subsequent expressions of identity rooted in a lifestyle dependent on cross border interactions.13  

 I begin Chapter 3 with an overview of the three principle Tijuana–San Diego crossings 
and the ways that certain documentation privileges certain crossings. In Chapter 4 I examine, 
through the lens of Chapter 3, the borderland experiences and shared motivations for crossing 
expressed by transborder commuters. Chapter 5 is dedicated to developing the concept of 
transfronteridad as a basis for understanding the habitual practices of transborder commuters 
and the complex social and cultural dimensions that emerge from these practices. Finally, 
Chapter 6 frames the Tijuana–San Diego transborder commuter as a non-migrant figure whose 
intense interactions in the border region make them a figure of mobility useful for exploring 
transfronteridad, which in turn provides a deeper understanding of the borderscape. 

13  This is a preliminary work. Further investigation will need to be completed, either by myself or by another 
researcher, in which more time is spent in the homes and with the families of the commuters. To fully grasp 
the meaning of mobility for transborder commuters and their families and how this affects the more submerged 
aspects of their self-identification is not yet possible. It is also important to note that my sample of commuters 
crossing for work is male dominated. A further analysis of the gendered roles and how they are affected by the 
mother crossing for work would add significantly to these analyses.

3. Actual Border Crossings: The Tijuana–San Diego 
Borderscape

Although the divide between the nation-state of Mexico and that of the US is often described 
in the singular, there is no one border, no impenetrable boundary spanning from the Pacific 
Ocean to the Gulf of Mexico. As Salazar and Smart suggest, “transnational borders are not 
singular and unitary,” rather, the borders are multiple and each small, unique segment has a 
role in the functioning of the entire border assemblage (2012, p. iv). Each border is actually 
a collection of all the pieces, big and small, official and unofficial that allow it to function. 
Furthermore, each named border is merely one small gateway within the entire assemblage. 
Each acts as a selective membrane to promote the perception of a regulated flow of bodies and 
objects in and out of the respective nation-states, not to say that articles and bodies do not still 
find ways to circumvent the gateways. In the Mexico–US border context, the different parts of 
this assemblage span the length of the states of California, Arizona, New Mexico and Texas, 
covering, in various ways, a significant portion, but not all, of the land separating these two 
politically distinct nations. The greater San Diego County area, for instance, boasts three such 
gateways: Tecate, Otay Mesa and San Ysidro, with San Ysidro the largest and densest, and the 
focus area of the research for this paper (see Figures 1 and 2). By analyzing in depth the main 
San Ysidro gateways, my goal is to begin to unravel the complexity and multiplicity of the 
border complex. I begin by describing the border in its complexities, its mix of documented 
crossings, by means of the documents used, the northbound versus southbound crossings, and 
a typical pedestrian crossing. The experiences of the border are multiple, those that cross from 
Mexico to the US have a very different experience than those that cross from north to south. 
To share this complexity, I track three figures of the transborder commuter: the commuter 
crossing for work, the commuter crossing for family and the commuter crossing for leisure and 
consumption. I delve into the complexities of these three figures, their navigation of the border, 
and the ways in which time spent on both sides of the border shapes their identities.  To do so, I 
start by documenting the border, its apparatus, and parts. I then explore the difference between 
a southbound crossing, going into Mexico, and a northbound crossing, going into the US. I 
next explain the documentation and types of lanes present at each border before comparing 
the three borders mentioned above. Through the lens of the southbound versus northbound 
crossing, I examine the complexity of the San Ysidro border apparatus, in particular how it 
is experienced by those traversing it regularly, as a vehicular and as a pedestrian crossing. 
Different individuals cross the border on different days, with different documents, at different 
border sites, interacting, generally, with different California Border Patrol (CBP) officials. It is 
this borderscape that I document.
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Figure 1. Map of the Tijuana–San Diego borderlands depicting the San Ysidro, Otay and Tecate complexes.
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Figure 2. Close up map of the most trafficked parts of the San Ysidro border complex. (Does not include 
the San Ysidro CBX or Cross Border Xpress.)

3.1 The Tijuana–San Diego Borderland

Many Mexican families are distributed on both sides of this borderland. Mobility is thus key. 
It is common to have a long history of interactions with the US, having either been born, grown 
up or been educated on one side of the border while living on the other. Not only are the regions 
deeply connected by their proximity, history, geography and politics, the people are also deeply 
connected. The border joins and separates families. Of the individuals I encountered during my 
time in Tijuana, for instance, all commuters had some connection to San Diego beyond their 
business or work links or their shopping expeditions. Borderlanders commute and move across 
the borders for many varying reasons. They are, in fact, deeply rooted in both spaces and the 
spaces, like the individuals inhabiting them, have an inter-connected story and history. Tijuana 
and San Diego together make up two halves of this highly complex borderland with official and 
unofficial mechanisms that allow their continued functioning. These include, to name a few, the 
commuters, the CBP officials and the unofficial vendors at the border checkpoints.

There are three border complexes accessible to Tijuana and San Diego residents. From 
smallest to largest, Tecate is the border located between the area of Tecate in Baja California 
and Jamul in California. It is a quiet desert area on the Jamul (San Diego) side and a small, yet 
bustling, city on the Baja California side. This border complex is equipped with only a few lanes, 
all standard (meaning no fast-track lanes), for commercial vehicles and passenger vehicles, and 
pedestrians (Image 1). As there are very few lanes, wait times can increase drastically in a short 
amount of time. 

Otay supports commercial vehicles, passenger vehicles and pedestrians. This crossing is not 
a favorite among commuters but is the best and most practical option for commercial vehicles. 
Otay has significantly less lanes than San Yidro and, therefore, wait times are not significantly 
reduced (Image 2).

 San Ysidro is the best developed and largest of the San Diego border crossings and does 
not support commercial vehicles crossings. The original border apparatus is the San Ysidro 
Puerta Este, a crossing that allows for both passenger vehicles and pedestrians and has all three 
major lane categories (standard, Ready Lane and SENTRI). This San Ysidro gateway has, in 
very recent years, seen significant advancements and expansion. It now includes an additional, 
separate pedestrian crossing called PedWest and the Cross Border Xpress, a pedestrian bridge 
solely for Tijuana Airport airline passengers. 

San Ysidro has, for many years now, been the busiest land crossings in the world. It sees 
around 90,000 northbound crossings daily (Domonoske & Gonzales, 2018). Of the 48.4 million 
total northbound crossings from Baja California to California in 2015, 32.7 million (68%) were 
through San Ysidro (Matthews, 2016, p. 59).

  San Ysidro boasts twenty-six passenger vehicle lanes, twenty-two pedestrian lanes, an 
additional fourteen pedestrian lanes at PedWest and a final four pedestrian lanes at the Cross 
Border Xpress Bridge. To give you an idea, Tecate has only two lanes for commercial vehicles, 
two lanes for passenger vehicles and two lanes for pedestrians. In comparison, Otay has ten 
commercial lanes, a mere thirteen passenger vehicle lanes and six pedestrian lanes. 

Image 1. Photo of the Tecate border, the smallest motor vehicle crossing., from the perspective of a 
southbound vehicle.
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Image 2. Photo of the Otay crossing from the perspective of a northbound pedestrian, with the SENTRI 
(right) and ReadyLanes (left) in view.

Image 3. Photo of the San Ysdro standard lanes from the perspective of a northbound vehicle. Some 
lanes are separated by brick dividers to guide traffic and the movements of vendors.

  To cross in a car the driver must use Puerta Este. This crossing is the original border 
apparatus of this region and locals from both sides recall being able, as children, so circa fifty 
years ago, to hop on a bike, unaccompanied, and be across the border in a matter of minutes. 

As of 2016, the San Ysidro PedWest pedestrian bridge was officially opened to the public. A 
system of bridges and pathways leads from the center of Tijuana, over freeway and the Tijuana 
River, directly to this new border bridge. It lets out at the entrance of the Las Americas Premium 
Outlets shopping mall on the US side. Although not always recognized or appreciated in the 
US, the borderland practice of crossing north in to the US to spend money is quite common. In 
2010, the US received 13.47 million arrivals from Mexico for tourism, second only to Canada, 
spending approximately 8.7 billion USD that year (Lee & Wilson, 2012, p. 4). With many nuclear 
families split between Baja California and California, the usual shopping trips to the mall and 
wholesale warehouse stores such as Costco are a strong motivator for short weekend outings in 
the northern regions these days.   

The borders are living entities that evolve continuously, particularly rapidly in recent years 
with the addition of the San Ysidro pedestrian walkway and the airport express bridge. To 
understand commuter navigations of the borders, it is important to understand the borders 
themselves, their evolutionary progression toward what they are today. The space encompassing 
both San Diego and Tijuana is navigated by a select group of people, variously positioned and 
mobile across both spaces. They are tourists, residents and citizens who actively use the borders 
and navigate the borderlands for work, to stay connected and to consume. They, however, do 
not only exert their force on the borders, the borders also return that force. The (im)mobility 
of the people in the border region, and the influence of border culture, shapes the borderspaces 
and border population within. In essence, the border is essential to the lives of all those living 
around it and this sets the people in the border region apart from those in other parts of either 
nation-state, yet their access is extremely varied. Not all are able to make the crossing and those 
that do are separated into more and less privileged categories.

3.2 Sites of Privilege: The Lanes

Going from Mexico to the USA, the borders are equipped with up to three types of lanes, 
both for designated pedestrian and vehicular crossings, which require continuously increasing 
levels of documentation. The lanes go by the names standard, Ready Lane and SENTRI. Not 
every border crossing, however, offers all types of lanes. The easiest and slowest type of lane 
is the standard or “normal” lane, as the people I encountered called it. In the standard lanes, 
travelers and commuters can show basic passports, visas and, until recently, even US ID cards 
to gain entry into the US. This type of lane exists at all three of the official border sites, Tecate, 
Otay Mesa and San Ysidro.

In the second type of lane, Ready Lane, travelers must show an official card that demonstrates 
that the individual has WHTI (or Western Hemisphere Travel Initiative) compliant documents 
that can be read by scanners. Generally this is a border crossing or passport card. According 
to the California Border Patrol website, 2013 data showed that this lane was up to 15 seconds 
faster per vehicle than the standard lanes, quite a big difference when one considers that around 
90,000 bodies cross the San Ysidro borders every day. Of the twenty-six vehicle crossing lanes 
at the San Ysidro port of entry alone, Ready Lane is usually granted the most lanes on any given 
day, although this can change. As of 2013, two thirds of those crossing on foot used Ready Lane 
(www.CBP.gov, 2017).
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The third and fastest type of lane is SENTRI, or Secure Electronic Network for Travelers 
Rapid Inspection. This program began in 1995 just after the signing of NAFTA, as a “program 
that allows expedited clearance for pre-approved, low-risk travelers upon arrival in the United 
States” and one that allows the southern land ports of the US to be entered by means of “dedicated 
primary lanes” after payment, extensive background checks and time, including an interview 
additional to that of the visa process (www.CBP.gov, 2017). These trusted traveler programs are 
meant to aid the more than 70% binational commerce that enters the US by means of trucks, 
which in the case of Southern California and Tijuana is through Otay and was almost a 500 
billion USD industry in 2011 (Lee & Wilson, 2012, p. 2). Otay also happens to be where the 
SENTRI program was first debuted.

3.3 Quick and Seamless: A Southbound Crossing

Crossing the Tijuana–San Diego borders is not a simple matter of arriving, being questioned 
by an agent and passing to the other side. In fact, depending on whether the traveler is going 
north into the US or south into Mexico, they may have no interaction with any agent at all. 
There is an easily observable disparity between the levels of securitization of the two borders. 
Travelers may enter Tijuana, Mexico, via two major freeways that join in San Ysidro, one smaller 
freeway in Otay, and the winding highway that leads to Tecate. Going south from the US to 
Mexico through the San Ysidro port of entry, a driver will find him or herself confronted by 
periodically placed brightly flashing signs over the interstate. Unlike the usual green and white 
California freeway signs, these signs have bright yellow portions at the bottom with messages 
such as “LAST USA EXIT” and “MEXICO ONLY—WATCH FOR STOPPED VEHICLES”. On 
the right hand side of the freeway drivers may also notice white signs with black letters warning 
“WEAPONS/AMMO ILLEGAL IN MEXICO”. 

As a driver crossing in San Ysidro, the first slowdown will almost undoubtedly occur, due 
to traffic, before the border chcckpoints are in view. The driver will then slowly wind through 
seven recently redesigned lanes that snake tightly left and right before being ushered into a one-
car pen with a lowered bar at the far end. While in this pen, the driver must wait to see whether 
the large light in front of them will flash red or green. If the light turns green the car and its 
driver are able to squeeze into the flood of cars inching their way forward past the Mexican 
military officials and Federales with their prominent automatic weapons. If the light turns red 
the car and its driver are ushered to the right of the pens into secondary inspection and asked 
a flood of questions about the purpose of their visit and what they are carrying. They will likely 
be asked to pop the trunk and have a few officials amble around the car while probing various 
objects inside of the now open doors. Generally, after the brief inspection, the driver will be told 
to leave, to resume their place in the flood of cars trying to reach the Tijuana motorway. This is 
the “easy” border.

3.4 Precarious and Time Consuming: A Northbound Crossing

In comparison with the southbound border trip described above, here I detail a trip from 
Tiuana to San Diego via the San Ysidro Puerta Este gateway. This can be done either on foot 
or in a vehicle, I first explain a northbound crossing in a vehicle and then the same crossing 
as a pedestrian. A driver may reach the lines by means of road signs that lead a winding path 
north. The signs include a US freeway legend and signal which US freeway the driver will reach 
after border inspection. The starkest differences when going through the standard and Ready 
Lanes versus the SENTRI lanes are noted in the amount of questions, level of scrutiny and the 
wait times. The standard and Ready Lanes begin miles away from the border and are separated 
from ongoing traffic by means of large cement block partitions. Cars wait in these lanes, inching 
forward, sometimes having to merge with other designated lanes directing San Diego bound 
traffic from other parts of Tijuana. As soon as the traffic starts so do the vendors. At traffic lights 
you can buy cell phone holders for your car, mesh window covers depicting beloved animated 
characters to shade yourself or your kids from the strong sun, blankets, newspapers, bottled 
water, etc. The vendors walk between the lanes placing objects for the driver to consider on the 
side view mirror and then, if the driver hasn’t show any interest, scooping the object up just as 
the light turns green and the cars begin to move forward. 

A)

B)

C)

Image 4. The typical documents used for crossing; A) standard documentation—a US passport or 
Mexican passport with visa; B) WHTI (Western Hemisphere Travel Initiative) compliant documents—a 
passport card or border crossing card; and C) rapid inspection documentation—a SENTRI (Secure 
Electronic Network for Travelers Rapid Inspection) card.



24 25

Once drivers reach the stopped traffic in the lanes, there are vendors that weave between 
the parked, waiting cars trying to unload their merchandise. Towards the far end of the line, 
farthest from the checkpoint, it is common to see people who carry all, or a good portion, of 
their merchandise with them on their backs because it makes them more mobile for when the 
line gets shorter and they must follow the business. The vendors at the front of the line are a 
seemingly permanent part of the scenery, always there and always working because as long 
as the border is open there are always cars crossing to San Diego, and the San Ysidro border 
is open twenty-four hours a day seven day a week. Many of the stands toward the front of the 
line are food items as opposed to the material goods I mentioned earlier. There are also always 
performers, sometimes blowing fire or juggling, and other people simply rolling or limping by 
asking for spare change. At almost any hour of the morning or evening, the standard lane wait 
time for vehicles is over an hour. On Sundays, throughout the whole day, when families who 
reunite in Tijuana separate again to prepare for the upcoming work week, the wait can easily 
reach three hours. 

Upon reaching the front of the line, the cars are again shuttled into small pen-like structures 
where their drivers wait to be ushered forward by a brief flick of the wrist from the California 
Border Patrol agent. They are then asked the usual questions, sometimes aggressively and 
sometimes not, and either sent on their way or forced into secondary inspection. When the 
driver is released they are sent through narrow winding lanes kept orderly by prominent rubber 
speed bumps and more cement bricks blocking access to the other lanes. The cars are then 
released onto a massive, eight lane, dual freeway on-ramp and those continuing on California 
Interstate 5 have to dart over four or five lanes while those entering California Interstate 805 
remain on the right hand side.

Those unlucky enough to be forced into secondary can expect an additional wait of twenty 
minutes or more in which they will be left alone in their car while CBP officials mill around 
(seemingly aimlessly). After a brief sweat period, an official will come bang on the window and 
ask to see the car, a German Shepard will likely be escorted around the outside of the car and 
the officials will ask a few more questions. If neither the dog nor the officials find anything they 
consider out of the ordinary, the driver will be allowed to proceed out of secondary to join his 
or her peers headed for the massive expanse of freeway. Walking across the borders is a similar 
experience but often quicker and the exits lead the pedestrians directly to either the San Ysidro 
trolley stop or to the Las Americas Premium Outlet Mall.

3.5 Alternatively: A Pedestrian Crossing

Pedestrians have the luxury of being able to cross at both San Ysidro Puerta Este and PedWest. 
For pedestrians going south there is no wait time to speak of. The line, when there is one, flows 
smoothly and documents are not always checked. On occasions when an official is present, 
Mexican nationals separate from those with only American, or other foreign, passports. For 
non-Mexican nationals there is a small immigration card to be filled out on-site for temporary 
visits. 

Puerta Este drops the pedestrian alongside various carparks and the main taxi ring. PedWest 
leaves walkers at an alternate taxi ring, only a few hundred meters from Puerta Este and within 
easy reach of the bridge path to Tijuana’s Zona Rio, the city center. 

Going north, the Puerta Este pedestrian walkway mimics the automobile paths. Pedestrians 
snake from the outward taxi loop towards the sky high turnstiles skirting small liquor and 

convenience stores, food carts, established food and coffee shops and beggars. Only in the last 
few meters are the pedestrians ushered inside the checkpoint building. The orientation of the 
layout of the inside of the building changed slightly toward the end of 2018. Pedestrians now 
enter at a different angle and there are more tightly controlled lanes and gates at the computer 
desks. This will undoubtedly continue to be altered little by little as the buildings are refurbished 
and remodeled. 

At San Ysidro PedWest pedestrians start up the same bridge that the southward foot traffic 
takes. They zigzag back and forth to the top of the coved walkway, over the vehicular traffic, 
and down a spiral, cement, semi-open path to the main building and the waiting officers. As 
I mentioned, this crossing is mere meters from the pedestrian building of Puerta Este; once 
outside of the building, however, PedWest leaves the foot traffic facing northwest whereas 
Puerta Este leaves the foot traffic facing in a more northeasterly direction. On both sides of 
the border complex the two crossings are now connected by bridges that span the automobile 
traffic below. Puerta Este is connected to both the Blue Line Trolley and various commercial 
and Metropolitan Transit Center (MTS) buses, and PedWest to two other MTS bus routes. 
There is also a compact privately owned bus that carries pedestrians the short distance from one 
crossing to the other for 1 USD.

The expanded San Ysidro border complex, now including PedWest and the Cross 
Border Xpress, as well as the Southern US borders overall have seen massive infrastructural 
modifications in the last two and a half decades and, arguably, even more extensive changes in 
the last five years or so. No one better understands the borders and their true functioning than 
the transborder commuter population. It is their experience that I turn to discuss next. 

Image 5. The new PedWest San Diego entrance and exit leading to the Las Americas Premium Outlet 
mall.
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Figure 3. Images depict the progression of the three crossings described in the text. All three photo 
panels illustrate a typical afternoon crossing, between the morning and evening peak hours. Photos 
were taken on a Thursday afternoon in summer between 12:00 and 13:00. The wait times were circa: A) 
5 minutes, B) 1+ hour and C) 20 minutes.

A) Southbound vehicular tra�c

C) Northbound pedestrian tra�c

B) Northbound vehicular tra�c 

Commuter Crossings at San Ysidro Puerta Este Border

A) Southbound vehicular tra�c

C) Northbound pedestrian tra�c

B) Northbound vehicular tra�c 



28 29

4. Narratives of Crossing: Commuters and Their 
Borderland Activities

In the previous chapters I started to develop the undeniable link between Tijuana and 
San Diego. In this chapter, commuters reaffirm that link through their narratives of border 
negotiations and their borderland activities. Tijuana residents work, connect with family 
and shop in the US by means of the borders. In fact, approximately 44.6% of the transborder 
commuter population surveyed by Germán Vega Briones attested to living with family in 
Tijuana, thereby maintaining family ties through their regular navigations of the borders  
(2016, p. 228).  In addition, Tijuana residents crossing north into San Diego spend, collectively, 
exorbitant amounts of money in the US. According to Glen Sparrow, by the start of the twenty-
first century, Mexico had become the largest consumer of US exports (2001, p. 77). 

In the following sections I share individual commuter narratives to explore the history of 
their border crossings. These personal stories share commuting, living and working in this 
borderland, the relationships the people have on both sides, and the various reasons for their 
regularized crossings. After exploring the personal histories and narratives of four commuters 
and their families below, I delve into some of the activities that are performed by commuters in 
the San Diego region of the borderlands. Their continued access to the borderland in its entirety 
is what allows their current lifestyle to be maintained.

With the following commuter narratives, I attempt to expose some of the ways commuters 
join the borderspaces of Tijuana and San Diego through their regular negotiations. The lives 
of the various commuters with whom I came in contact are so deeply rooted on both sides of 
the border that neither the person nor their lifestyle fits the typical understanding of what it is 
to be Mexican, neither are they American and certainly they are not migrants. Each individual 
has a tale of regular border crossings that sheds light on the ways transfronteridad joins the 
concepts essential to the borderscape by exposing both an identity and the daily practices of 
people simultaneously embedded both in the global north and global south.

Figure 4. The different documents and transportation utilized by four transborder commuters.

TAXI

TAXI

TAXI

Home

Work

Personal vehicle

Collective taxi

MTS Trolley (San Diego)

MTS Bus (San Diego)

The Typical Daily Commutes of Four Commuters

Santiago’s Commute

Raúl’s Commute

Tony’s Commute

Óscar’s Commute

Standard
Lane

Standard
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4.1 The Borderland Property Owner

The first in-depth interview took place in Tony’s home and we were joined by his mother. 
Tony does not fit the common perception of a Mexican working in the US for many reasons. 
For one, Tony’s crossings are irregular. As opposed to crossing at a similar time in the morning 
and evening five days per week as a commuter typically would, Tony crosses on different days 
and at different times each week, both despite and because he has the luxury of a SENTRI card. 
His crossings are not, however, dictated simply by his work schedule. Based on traffic and his 
schedule, Tony decides, on the spur of the moment, whether he will sleep in San Diego or make 
the trip to Tijuana. Sometimes, on days that he stays in San Diego, his family even chooses to 
join him, making their own commute. Until about two years ago, his commute was a bit more 
structured. He returned home most evenings because it was up to him to get his children to 
school in San Diego in the morning. His wife, being only a resident, did not feel comfortable 
crossing too regularly. Two years ago, however, Tony chose to take his children out of their 
public primary school in San Diego and send them to a private school in Tijuana. Tony chose 
to ‘uproot’ his children in the interest of a more specialized education for his son, and this 
uprooting actually brought his children closer to their Tijuana home. This school in Tijuana 
and the extra expense is sustainable as long as Tony continues to make a US salary. Tony’s 
connection to each side of the borderland has been altered in the last two years but he remains 
equally tied to both sides.

Regardless of any changes to his commute and his lifestyle in recent years, Tony’s primary 
center of interest continues to be Tijuana, starting in the home he inherited from his grandfather. 
Tony’s family has a long history of interactions with the US. In fact, as Tony’s father worked in 
LA at the time Tony was born, he has been a citizen since birth. After working most of his life 
in the US, Tony’s father moved back to Tijuana to be with his family and currently receives a US 
pension. Having been born north of the border, Tony moved back to Tijuana in early childhood 
and quickly became accustomed to regular movement in the borderland. He was educated in 
the US where he became fluent in English and began working in San Diego at the age of about 
sixteen, a decision made simpler by his citizenship. With his first US earnings he chose to invest 
in property in Tijuana. The house is located on the same block as his family home. He then 
bought a property in San Diego.14 For Tony, buying, owning and maintaining properties was a 
practical investment and an expression of his embeddedness in the both borderspaces. 

Tony’s crossings connect him to work, to his financial investments and to his family. He 
remains primarily rooted in Tijuana because of the comfort it brings his family and his underlying 
desire to remain connected to the entire borderland. Although only very short spurts of the last 
fifty years were spent ‘living’ in the US, Tony is visibly relaxed in US surroundings and said he 
has always felt comfortable navigating San Diego. He went as far as to claim that he is more 
at home in San Diego than the farther reaches of Mexico where he feels like a foreigner and 
sometimes has to fight to make himself understood. Tony is a figure who requires continued 
access to the border to negotiate the many aspects of his daily lived routine and his financial 
investments.

4.2 The Day Laborer

14  Tony’s particular choice to invest in property, in both San Diego and Tijuana is an expression of his 
mobility as understood by Adey (2006), mobility as meaning “different things, to different people, in differing 
social circumstances” (p. 83).

My second interview took place between the workplace of a man named Óscar, in San Diego, 
and the border. Óscar, a worker who has been employed by the same US-based company for 
thirty-four years, was on his way home to his family that night. Óscar lives with his wife, and 
grandchildren in a neighborhood on the outskirts of Tijuana. Although he described his wife 
as a home maker, taking care of their children and now grandchildren, Óscar’s wife María has 
also known work in the US. She was a regular vendor at the weekly swapmeet (flea market), 
known in this region as a tianguis, near Imperial Beach in San Diego.15 Until five years ago, it 
was María’s job to set up clothes and articles in the parking lot of a Southern San Diego-based 
drive-in movie theater every Wednesday, Saturday and Sunday. Today, she spends her days 
in Tijuana caring for two adolescent grandsons, for whom she and Óscar have been the sole 
providers since their mother was killed in an accident. As Óscar is the sole earner of income 
for the family, they are dependent on his US salary. Óscar has only about three years remaining 
before retirement. The family’s routine will experience changes at that time but there are no firm 
plans.

The factors that play into this decision are family and papers. María currently has only a 
tourist visa for the US, legally allowing her to enter but not stay in or regularly commute to the 
US. Óscar, on the other hand, is a US citizen, although he was not always. When he applied for 
citizenship he resided for the first time in the US because residents applying for citizenship are 
not allowed to live in Tijuana. This lasted only for about two months, during which he stayed 
with a family friend. After the citizenship process was complete he went back to his family in 
Tijuana and resumed his daily commuting. In addition to gaining citizenship, this process gave 
Óscar the perceived security he needed to apply for SENTRI. 

SENTRI completely altered Óscar’s commute, strengthening his relationship to the 
borderland. Óscar’s relation to San Diego and the tasks he performs there are characterized 
by his unique navigations of San Diego. These often take the shape of shopping with his wife 
and trips to the bank. Óscar considers himself a homebody and, as his primary and only 
home is in Tijuana, his true leisure time is spent there. Óscar explained to me that he feels a 
stronger connection to Tijuana, which goes back to his familiarity and comfort with Spanish, 
yet the ability to choose when, where and how he shops, works and spends his free time is an 
essential part of his lifestyle. Therefore, although he insinuated less attachment to San Diego, 
he acknowledged how critical his mobility throughout the borderlands is for himself and his 
family. Each commuter experiences a different level of reliance on each side of the border, often 
depending on the shape and frequency of their interactions. Óscar’s figure of mobility is one 
of an older Mexican commuter who has lived all of his life in the borderlands but continues to 
have a closer connection to the Southern regions, principally out of routine and familiarity. 

4.3 The Academic

I first met Raúl when he was in San Diego for a summer conference at one of the Universities. 
After that, we met mainly in Tijuana, at his favorite coffee shop near his home. Raúl is a unique 
case. He both crosses and does not cross for work and family, respectively. Raúl, like the others, 
has spent the majority of his life crossing. He was educated in the US as a child and did not 
go to school in Tijuana until family circumstances dictated so in his last years of secondary 

15  Swapmeet—or tianguis—refers to an open-air market in which vendors can sell anything from vegetables 
to pre-made food and used clothes to knock-off and designer clothes. Also known as a flea market.
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education. His parents had no serious connection to the US but their business was tourism 
related and, therefore, sending their children to school in San Diego may have been a strategic 
move, and a choice that remains common amongst parents with the necessary resources. When 
Raúl was young, the situation at the border was recognizably different. In the 1950s and 1960s, 
Raúl, along with many other children, was packed into a van and driven to school in the border 
adjacent parts of San Diego five days per week. He and the other children didn’t have specialized 
documentation, they were not grilled by CBP officials every morning and forced to wait two 
to three hours at peak crossing times. The uniform clad children of ages ranging from 5 to 18 
were picked up in front of their houses, shuttled across the border by designated drivers, left at 
different schools and then picked up again in the afternoon and shuttled back to their homes. 

Raúl still remembers applying for his first J1 visa, the original visas Tijuana residents had 
to apply for to enter the US, in 1982 when he returned from university in Mexico City. Before 
that, he needed no visa, not even to attend University in San Diego. Since 1982 he has had to 
maintain his documentation and never let it lapse, regardless of the cost, for fear that a new 
application could be denied. Raúl has only ever crossed by means of the standard lanes. He is 
not eligible for Ready Lane or SENTRI and, therefore, could regularly expect something along 
the lines of a five to six hour commute six days a week. In his early years he chose to commute 
by car and had an average minimum wait of one hour at the San Ysidro border, plus more than 
one hour of drive time each way. Despite this, he settled quickly into a life of commuting and, 
rather than move to the US, maintained his home and family in Tijuana. Raúl, like so many 
transborder Mexicans, Mexican–Americans and others has family on both sides of the border 
and his decision to remain in Tijuana was his own. 

Raúl, as tracked above, has been making the Tijuana–San Diego commute since childhood. 
But, he clearly recalls the time after 1982, the same year he bought his first property in Tijuana, 
as a time of extreme border dependency, overexertion and vulnerability, directly linked to 
his incessant crossing and long hours away from home. Nonetheless, he maintained a life of 
systematic transborder commuting as his customary state for years to come. Raúl understands 
his commuting as ‘normal’ and place attachment as ‘abnormal’ or resisting globalization.16 Raúl, 
like other transborder commuters, agreed with the assessment that this type of commute is both 
practical and ordinary in this region. 

Although he was accustomed to his border dependency and fully utilized the resources 
available to him on both sides of the border, he also felt that he was sacrificing too much 
with his chosen lifestyle. Raúl, unlike the other commuters interviewed, felt that his border 
crossing practices were ultimately negatively affecting his marriage. His extended commutes 
and the meagre thirty hours of time, awake, he could commit to his family on weekends was 
insufficient.17  It was not a proper life for his wife and daughter. He was forced, thus, to alter 
his lifestyle, continuing to commute but with shortened days and a shorter commute. He chose 
to take a position, until retirement, as a lecturer at various universities in San Diego County, 
and, even now, he continues to commute for cultural events and the occasional lecture. He 
heads collaborative efforts between factions of certain Tijuana and San Diego libraries, gives 
talks around San Diego and guest lectures Chicano Studies courses at Southern California 
universities close to the border.

Raúl’s commute—its forms of (im)mobility—is infused with meaning. His commute is 
unique to himself and yet is also an experience shared by countless others regularly crossing the 

16  This is in opposition to what Salazar and Smart (2012) conclude has historically been considered a 
“deviation from normative place-bound activities, cultural homogeneity, and social interaction” (p. iii).
17  Raúl was often forced to return to his university on Sundays to prepare/complete work for the following 
week.

Tijuana–San Diego borders. Because he has been place-making in Tijuana and San Diego since 
childhood he has been overtly affected by his border dependency. He was and is vulnerable to 
the continuing securitization measures at the borders and, while he has had to make sacrifices 
such as those discussed above, he still claims and utilizes his space in San Diego. Raúl is a figure 
who throughout his life has fully embraced his mobility, reflected on it, and shared the necessity 
of its maintenance with others in the borderland through his lectures and other teachings. 

4.4 The Family Man

The last interview took place in Tijuana near the workplace of Santiago’s eldest son. Santiago 
is a commuter who has been crossing the border since the birth of his first child, Héctor. 
Because of this, Héctor grew up visiting San Diego but has maintained closer ties with Tijuana, 
due in part to his father’s determination to raise his children the ‘Mexican way’ and imbue in 
them what he understands to be the Mexican notion of family. Santiago’s immediate family was 
settled in Tijuana throughout Héctor’s upbringing but the extended family has, for decades, 
been located all over Tijuana and San Diego. For Santiago, working as far as eighty kilometers 
from the border, in Ramona, California, his schedule and, therefore, his family’s schedule, 
revolved around the US. Eating times were dictated by his US working schedule as were his 
holidays. These were not Mexican Independence Day and Three Kings Day, they were Labor 
Day and Thanksgiving.18 As a treat, the family would sometimes spend weekend afternoons in 
San Diego watching baseball, the American pastime. 

Santiago raised his children to both respect and be wary of their borderland position. He 
shared with them the notion that they were entitled to utilize space on both sides of the border 
but ensured that they respected this privilege by always framing the US as the source of his salary 
and their living. Interestingly, because of his own regular connection with the US, he worried 
that his children could be in danger of losing their roots. As a result, he did not let them attend 
school in the US and did not teach them English. Santiago remains the family member with 
the strongest grasp of the language. Then, in 2013, his mindset changed. After years working in 
the US and purposefully keeping his family primarily tied to Mexico, Santiago decided that the 
border insecurity and pension insecurity were too high in Tijuana and it was time to become a 
citizen. This decision was also influenced by an accident that befell one of Santiago’s sons. The 
son was killed off the coast and because of Santiago’s connection to the US, the US Coast Guard 
was called in to help locate the body. After this tragedy Santiago began the citizenship process 
for himself and his family. He rented an individual room in San Diego and decided he would 
keep renting until retirement. He stays alone in Lemon Grove, San Diego during the week and 
returns home to Tijuana with the Friday rush to spend the weekend with his family. His wife 
and youngest son are also now citizens but they remain based in Tijuana full-time. 

Héctor is currently still waiting for his application to be either accepted or denied and cannot 
currently, although he has no desire to do so, move to the US. The wait time between starting the 
citizenship process and the eventual acceptance/rejection is up to ten years. This process also 
costs circa 5000 USD per person. Héctor has now been waiting for his papers for three years, 
which means he could have a wait of up to seven more years. Santiago’s wife and his youngest 

18  Día de la Independencia—16th of September, Mexican Independence Day; Día de los Tres Reyes Magos—
6th of January, Three Kings day, until recently a more commonly celebrated holiday in Mexico than Christmas; 
Labor Day—first Monday in September, an American public holiday; Thanksgiving—second to last Thursday in 
November, an American public holiday.
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child, a minor at the time of the application were granted citizenship relatively quickly.19 Héctor, 
however, a young adult with a graduate level education from a prestigious university in Mexico 
is still waiting. Regardless of whether his application is accepted, he considers himself part of 
the borderlands and, as a borderlander, capable navigating all of the spaces. He and Santiago are 
figures demarcated by differential access but the same determination to maintain their mobility, 
keeping their connection to both sides. 

None of the transborder commuters that I encountered and interviewed fell into the 
popular notion of Mexicans, as illegal aliens and abusers of US resources. The commuters each 
mobilized themselves for far more than simple salary benefits and actually chose to spend large 
amounts of money in the US. They have deep historical connections to both sides of the border, 
relationships that are threatened by the increasing complication of commuting south and north, 
back and forth, between Mexico and the US. Residents of Tijuana may try to maintain their 
bases in Tijuana for questions of comfort, family and cost but the families of Tony, Óscar, Raúl 
and Santiago, in particular, mentioned the insecurity they feel relying on either government for 
their needs. They are finding that their transborder lifestyles are requiring more compromises 
and more negotiations. For this reason, high proportions of families are considering changing 
a lifetime routine, uprooting from their immediate surroundings and relocating to San Diego. 

4.5 Commuters Crossing for Work, Family and Leisure

Uprooting the family and moving to the US is not a simple act because of the multiple 
generations of family spread throughout both regions and the activities that have been 
historically divided between the two regions. Commuting for work is a common practice in 
the borderlands, as shown in the stories of commuting above. However, many others cross 
periodically simply for family and shopping, consuming and spending. From a vantage point, 
sitting regularly on a large boulder on the US side of the border and with an unobstructed view 
of the newly constructed main entrance to the outlet mall in front of me, I saw a vast number 
of people turn left and make their way to the entrance of the shopping center as opposed to 
turning right and boarding a bus or continuing on foot towards the main road. Here I saw 
families waiting for loved ones who, often because of different documentation, were still in line 
waiting to be ushered through by the CBP officials. I saw shopping bags and shopping carts and 
tour groups with suitcases both empty and full. I saw tourists and commuters. I saw that people 
use this border for any number of reasons and it supports an intensely wide variety of lifestyles 
of ‘Americans’ and ‘Mexicans’ alike. In this section I share short stories of other people crossing 
for work, and those of people who cross only for shopping and family, quick trips, which follow 
patterns more sporadic than the life-long trajectories described above.

To understand this form of commuting, I interviewed employees from a select number of 
stores on the US side of the border, I found that of the employees working in the outlet mall and 
along the strip of shops outside of the old San Ysidro Puerta Este crossing, every shop had a 
percentage of employees commuting from Tijuana. Of the twelve shops I surveyed, a whopping 
41% of employees were commuters. Interestingly, the majority of this commuter population, by 
a small margin, was female. Below are some of the brief narratives I collected during this time.

 Liliana is twenty eight years old and has lived in Rosarito her whole life. She is married 
with one small child, a daughter. She has a Bachelor’s degree in Psychology. She now works a 
service job in San Diego, employed at a popular and busy taco shop. She is a US citizen but her 

19  Spouses and minors have an expedited process.

education is not recognized in the US so she brings home a California minimum wage salary 
that allows her husband to stay home with their child. It was her sister who shared with Liliana 
that she could legally be employed in the US due to her citizenship status. Both sisters currently 
work service jobs in Chula Vista and commute across the border five to six times per week. 
Liliana said that people choose to work in the US for mainly economic reasons but they stay in 
Mexico for many reasons. Family is a principle reason, as in the case of, for example, Liliana, 
whose husband and daughter are not authorized to enter the US. The rhythm of life and the 
comfort people feel in their day to day activities also play into their choices regarding their 
routines. For people like Liliana, the commute quickly becomes routinized and quality of living 
levels out. The choice, in this case rather a lack of choice, to remain in Tijuana allows the family 
to plan for the future. 

Crossing for the purpose of visiting and/or reuniting with family was another notable 
crossing category. The families in this borderspace are often split, with members on either side. 
Those with the ability to move in both spaces tend to be responsible for maintaining contact. 
From the short interviews I conducted at the border I found that 50% of my participants had split 
families, meaning that at least one member of the immediate family was in the US while the rest 
of the family, including the interviewee, was based in the Tijuana area. (All of the individuals I 
spoke to had extended family on both sides of the border.) These individuals crossed into the 
US to reunite with family while the other 50%, those with all of their family in Tijuana or other 
regions of Mexico, crossed back into Tijuana after work to reunite with family. 

 One mother, retired, crosses each week to visit her son in Tijuana. He does not have papers 
so she takes food and spends one afternoon with him and her grandchildren each week. She 
always crosses back on the same day, preferring to retire to her own home in San Diego for the 
night.

A man in his early sixties uses the trolley on the San Diego side of the border to get home 
after visiting his eldest daughter in Tijuana. The rest of the family lives around San Diego but 
when he applied for residency for his family his eldest daughter was already, by law, an adult. 
Her application was denied so she stayed in Tijuana and eventually married and had children. 
Her father visits her periodically to ensure that he stays a part of her life as well as to have a role 
in her children’s lives. This is not uncommon as the border frequently separates even nuclear 
families. As mentioned previously, Héctor, Santiago’s son, has also been legally distanced from 
his family being the only member still awaiting a verdict on his residency paperwork.

This is a common story. It must be understood that there are whole families in Tijuana 
without the ability even to cross into the US temporarily. The person wishing to cross, for 
however short a time, must establish that he/she has sufficient assets and income in Mexico to 
not be considered a risk for overstaying a tourist visa and becoming undocumented in the US. 
Héctor, for example, may not have been granted residency to this point but he does maintain 
what is commonly referred to as a ‘tourist visa’ allowing him to enter the US periodically, but 
only temporarily, for the duration of the visa. For those who cannot confirm assets in Tijuana, 
the border is not a gateway, it is a blocked path.

In cases in which a family member is blocked from entering the US, the movements of 
the commuter and those living in San Diego are the only possibility for maintaining family 
ties, something traditionally valuable in Mexican culture. In fact, in the interviews, one prime 
motive for remaining in Tijuana instead of moving to the US was to maintain the sanctity of 
the family. Parents worried that without family readily available and with oppressive ‘American’ 
influence, their children would lose touch with the family vehicle, an often invaluable tool for 
anything from networking to security.

Shopping for consuming is another common practice in this region. The San Ysidro PedWest 
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crossing was built to make the process of commuting for shopping even more straight forward 
and has been quite effective, being utilized by mass amounts of shoppers daily. Most shoppers, 
however, have remembered histories from the times before PedWest as well.

When Óscar was the only member of his family with full-time, regular access to the US and 
his daughters were all still living at home, it fell to him to do the warehouse shopping in San 
Diego. He frequently visited the Chula Vista or National City Costco store to pick up groceries 
and feminine hygiene supplies in bulk. 

Many of the individuals I met in the field, particularly those in San Ysidro, were on 
regularized trips to the US. Conchita, for example, was waiting outside of the pedestrian border 
crossing closest to the outlet mall for her daughter who had crossed in her car. Conchita was on 
her bimonthly trip to the grocery outlets in Southern San Diego. Milk is a common purchase 
for Tijuana residents to make in San Diego. Both Conchita and Tony specifically mentioned 
purchasing US milk whenever possible; they believe it lasts longer. It also comes in larger bulk 
containers, being sold by the gallon as opposed to the liter. 

María I met while she was resting before heading into the Las Américas Premium Outlet 
Mall about thirty meters from this particular pedestrian crossing. María says that she crosses 
to buy clothes and supplies for her extended family. She also purchases sale items for her small 
tienda de ropa, or clothing store, in Tijuana. 

Héctor, as mentioned previously, crosses regularly, as he has since childhood, not only to 
see family but to go to baseball games. He chooses to spend some of his free time in San Diego 
supporting the Padres baseball team. While in the stadium he is essentially consuming both 
culture and material goods, buying not only the entrance ticket but also food, beverages and 
merchandise.

Raúl confided that when he was working on his thesis in La Jolla he sometimes blew off 
steam before going home or during a break by going to the movies. Additionally, for the added 
excitement of a new environment, to get the creative juices flowing, he would often spend hours 
in cafes near the UCSD campus where he had his office. 

Each narrative, of those presented here and those still absent, has at least a hint of predictability, 
each body crosses repetitively, almost monotonously, but the narratives, nevertheless, are 
distinctive. Each crossing contains its own reasoning, its own significance and its own value 
understood only by the individual. These are not narratives that can be generalized, or used 
to tell the comprehensive story of the Mexican worker in the US. The bodies crossing, along 
with their motivations for crossing cannot be understood until the commuter’s individual 
relationship to the borders and related borderspace is explored. This close relationship to the 
borders and the repetitive, yet individual, experiences of crossing, however, are not without 
their own lasting effects—it is not only the experience of the commuter effected but, in fact, the 
commuter’s relation to the space and daily practices. The privileges and burdens associated with 
movement in this context, admitting some while obstructing others, are simply another element 
of the convoluted body of the commuter narrative and the effects of transborder commuting on 
identity and ‘citizenship’ practice, the focus of the final empirical discussion that follows. 

5. Transfronteridad: The Product of Commuting

Transfronteridad translates loosely to ‘cross-border’ or ‘transfrontier’, however, it can be better 
described as a way of understanding the intricate cultural and social practices and subsequent 
expressions of identity complicit with a lifestyle dependent on cross border interactions (Utley 
García & López Estrada, 2014). Transfronteridad refers to the cultural practices and expressions 
of identity that are adopted and maintained by means of routinized transborder movements. A 
particularly strong attachment to the border region may arise from frequent crossings and this 
colors other aspects of daily life. Gupta and Ferguson claim that the undeniable link between 
identity and place is unproblematic and Maher and Carruthers (forthcoming) simplify matters 
by using the self-explanatory title ‘place-identity’. Transfronteridad develops essentially in 
response to the unique place-identity of transborder commuters.

Transfronteridad is experienced and expressed in different ways by different individuals. 
For some, it means code switching for the convenience of the self and others, for others it is the 
tedious, systematic act of passing as either ‘American’ or ‘Mexican’. This can lead to confusion, 
resentment, and displacement. There is a term I will describe later, pocho, which commonly 
refers to individuals of Mexican decent trying to ‘act white’. It is a blatant a simplification of 
the multifaceted dimensions of a life spent between two nation-states and likewise compound 
expressions of identity that this lifestyle necessitates. 

5.1 Expressions of Transfronteridad 

The simplification of expressions of culture and identity is problematic in many ways, but 
particularly considering the political tension surrounding borders and citizenship. Labels such 
as ‘Mexican’, ‘American’, or the highly insubstantial ‘Mexican–American’ are cause for concern. 
Transfronterizos and transborder commuters may find that they have more in common with 
people in San Diego than with those in the interior of Mexico, those with whom they are meant 
to share various identifying qualities. However, the language, passport, currency, meal times, 
eating habits, holidays, etc., are more in sync with San Diego. This is the inherent influence 
that the border exerts on both sides, the framework through which each action and reaction 
occurring in the borderlands must be examined. In many ways, transborder commuters are 
both a product of the borderscape and its producer.

Individuals within the borderlands are sometimes able to ‘pass’ but for those with physical 
markers ‘passing’ may not be an option. The markers that associate people with stigmatized 
places, for example those that associate people moving within San Diego with the city of “vice 
and violence”, Tijuana, are inexact. Maher and Carruthers’ (forthcoming) give the following 
examples of markers that may be noted in San Diego for the Tijuana population. These may 
include language, or lack of English, strong accent, skin tone, style of dress or hair, or any 
marker of lower class status. Maher and Carruthers confirm that because these markers are 
generally imprecise, ‘passing’, or “strategically adopting different mannerisms or markers to 
evade the reputation of a stigmatized place of origin”, is adopted (p. 8). New understandings of 
self in relation to particular spaces and zones of comfort are internalized in response to regular 
transborder negotiations. 

Passing can be seen as both a privilege and a burden, but in the borderlands passing may be 
a perpetual state. Raúl explained that he was always assumed to be of Mexican descent, due to 
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and acts. Transborder commuters are often forced to float between the social and cultural layers 
of the borderscape and, therefore, develop complex relations to their space that manifest as 
practices only existent within the border region. This can be seen as an evolutionary adaptation 
to constantly changing environments, one that allows for rapid code switching as the person 
slips from one nation-state to the other. This is not an act of pretending or putting on a mask, it 
is a new expression of identity and space-related practice that allows transborder commuters to 
more easily navigate the various social, cultural, political and geographic spaces.

5.2 Transfronteridad in the Tijuana Borderscape

The flawless navigation of Tijuana and San Diego by the transborder commuter brings to 
light the fallacy that culture is blocked by nation-state borders. Transfronteridad supposes, but 
does not necessitate, higher levels of interaction with the ‘other’ side; therefore, it also supposes 
practices created and expressed in relation to both sides. It becomes apparent that the figure of 
the commuter connects multiple aspects of the larger Tijuana and San Diego society. Rather, 
by viewing this space as a borderscape, the transfronteridad inculcated in every movement of a 
transborder commuter within the space is revealed. 

Tijuana is a city of Mexico, located south of San Diego and south of the US borders. 
Tijuanenses, however, including non-transborder commuters are sometimes considered not 
truly Mexican by those in other regions of Mexico. Tijuana has a reputation for being a place 
overly or at the very least notably influenced by and/or integrated with the US. People from 
Tijuana, not infrequently, are asked by individuals from other parts of the country if Spanish 
is the main language of Tijuana. Raúl and Héctor confirmed that this had happened to them. 
People in other parts of Mexico have also been known to belittle the Spanish spoken in Tijuana, 
claiming it is not the ‘real’ Spanish of Mexico. This type of discrimination, from other Mexican 
nationals, is noted often by residents of Tijuana and may then be internalized, as in the case 
of Tony. Tony described himself as “not as Mexican as someone from Zacatecas”, like his wife. 
He said that because his wife is from the countryside she is more ‘Mexican’. This is part of a 
common theme associating Mexicanness with tradition, in this case traditional rural lifestyles. 

The attempt to define what true Mexicanness entails and how to express it may put undue 
pressure on transborder commuters. Raúl, for example, decided in his twenties that it was time 
he chose a side. His transfronteridad was apparent to him each time he chose a Hollywood movie 
over Mexican cine—popular Mexican cinematic theater. He recognized that as a transborder 
commuter he was a mixture of the cultural flows of Tijuana and San Diego but felt that he had 
to rediscover his Mexican side if he were to continue working in the US. 

Santiago, born and raised in the city, verbally identified only as Mexican, yet his connection 
to the US was one of the most notable—living part time in San Diego county and being a 
formal citizen only of the US now. Interestingly, in an official capacity, he is no longer Mexican. 
Aside from his birth certificate he does not maintain any official, up to date form of Mexican 
identification. His Mexican voting card has lapsed, his passport is a US passport and he uses 
his SENTRI card, a US document, to cross the borders. He is, in fact, deeply entrenched in the 
transborder practices that form the basis of transfronteridad, but also regularly feels the need to 
reestablish his Mexican roots.

Transfronteridad sets transborder commuters apart from what they themselves consider to 
be markers of Mexicanness, or alternatively Americanness. One principle marker is food, for 
which the differences in food culture in Mexico, food culture in the US and food culture in the 

his stature, skin tone, etc., but that he could often pass as American born, because of his English 
skills and lack of accent. Regularly, he had to explain to peers and acquaintances that he had 
lived all his life, and continued to live, in Tijuana, but had been educated from a young age on 
the US side. He felt the need to explain the absence on an accent. This happened inclusive in 
Tijuana and the constant scrutiny of his self-identification and routine transborder negotiations 
was a cause of concern for him.

“If I went to a public place and spoke in English they would always ask me “but where did 
you learn English?” Then they would ask me if I lived In Chula Vista or San Ysidro and 
of course I would say Tijuana. They always complimented my English and deep down I 
always knew I was Mexican but I didn’t feel completely Mexican…This is the first time I’m 
telling someone about this but I think something was missing.” (Raúl Interview, Tijuana, 
20 July, 2018)

He was acutely aware of the internal confusion being caused by the constant questioning of 
his self-designated labels. For him, he was Mexican, a Mexican educated in the US, a Mexican 
deeply connected to the US but a Mexican nonetheless. 

Raúl found himself struggling to establish a less-fragmented identity. He felt torn in different 
directions and his studies of the Chicano opened his eyes to the effects his commutes were 
having on even the most obscure components of his life. Because he had taken seriously the 
task of learning English he found himself set apart from his compatriots on both sides of the 
border. Raúl saw the undeniable effects the intensity of his relation to San Diego were having 
on his negotiations in both Tijuana and San Diego. While this caused him internal confusion in 
terms of his identity and regular customs, it also deepened his relation to the borderscape and 
the people he connected with on both sides. His connection and deep understanding of San 
Diego, while being a resident of Tijuana, disrupted the common understanding of the border as 
separating people and barricading cultural flows. Here was a Mexican individual, actually from 
Mexico, speaking perfect English and integrated in San Diego society.

Transfronteridad assumes intense interaction and interdependence with people and space 
on both sides of the border. It, therefore, also assumes fragmentation. Transfronterizos and 
transborder commuters are known often synonymously with the semi derogatory term pocho. 
Pocho is an evolving term and a useful example of the power of language. It can be used in a, 
supposedly, ‘complimentary’ way, letting the person know that they are doing an admirable job 
‘passing’, as well as in an obviously derogatory way, displaying disdain for the way the person is 
trying to ‘pass’. Pocho was once described to me using an example of family members near the 
Mexico–Arizona border, fourth generation. They were pocho because they altered their self-
representation depending on their audience and the situation. This phenomenon is particularly 
evident with regards to language. Pochos are generally comfortable with both languages and 
easily adapt to various situations. When in doubt or when in public, they switch the language 
to that of the space or, in extreme cases, they use English in public, even in Tijuana. This is 
perceived as arrogant. Particular demonstrations of transfronteridad, like the ‘overuse’ of 
English in Tijuana, are not openly accepted and the person is often accused of having lost their 
roots. They may feel themselves pushed out of their traditionally determined space. 

A convoluted, place-dependent identity is not only noted by transborder commuters, but also 
by others. There is a certain contention that often goes hand in hand with the labels transborder 
commuters give themselves and the labels they are appointed by others. There are cases in which 
borderlanders, particularly transborder commuters, are accused of false representation. What is 
commonly misunderstood in these situations is that these individuals are not simply a product 
of their birth or their biology. They are a product of their environment, choices, knowledge, 
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homes of the commuters is duly noted. In traditional food culture in Mexico, a strong emphasis 
is placed on family meals. Tony stated that the customs surrounding the dinner table, meal times 
and other eating practices differ greatly between the interior of Mexico and the US. Mexico is 
frequently associated, by Tony and Óscar for example, as rural. Tony again mentioned his wife, 
this time referring to her upbringing in a place devoid of butcher shops. He said that where she 
grew up if you wanted chicken for dinner you went to the neighbor or butchered one of your 
own. In contrast, the food culture in the US is structured differently. It is a typical practice in the 
US to buy and sell meat that is a as far removed from the animal as possible, generally boneless, 
skinless, headless, etc. There is also less emphasis placed on traditional family meals and more 
frequency of fast food consumption in the home. This is part of the ‘single story’ of Mexicans that 
people like Tony, who, like the others, considers himself at least majority Mexican, internalize. 

Transfronterizos may be confronted by the realization that they do not fit within their own 
understanding of what it is to be Mexican. Tony’s notion of a real Mexican goes hand in hand 
with the notion of tradition.20 Mexicanness is layered in tradition and does not, in terms of food 
culture, fit within his perception of Tijuana’s environment. Tony’s daily practices and, therefore, 
his identity are set within the context of the borderscape, not Mexico or the US as they are 
popularly depicted but rather the combined spaces of Tijuana and San Diego. To understand this 
identity and the daily practies that shape it necessitates a strong understanding of the mixture 
of the languages, cultures and other practices that have become intertwined in this region. 
The past, present and future of most Tijuana–San Diego transborder commuters is somehow 
understood through the lens of their regular border negotiations. The transfronteridad of Tony, 
Óscar, Raúl and Santiago, among others, grew out of their transborder upbringings, experiences 
in the borderscape and the resulting transfronteridad of this lifestyle. 

Language is a central theme of this identity and transfonteridad discussion. Along the border 
the vocabulary and even bits of the grammar are significantly different to that of the interior of 
the country. In one interview, Tony described how he was unable to order a soda because the 
term he uses in Tijuana, ‘soda’, did not function in Mexico City. 

“Like, in the DF,21 when I was there, I ordered a soda and the guy just stared at me, like, 
‘What is that?’ And I said, ‘Well, a soda, a Coke.’ And he said, ‘Ah, a refresco.’” It’s words 
like that, refresco—soda, parquear—to park, carro—car.”’22 (Tony Interview, Tijuana, 23 
June, 2018)

These words are part of Tijuana’s transborder, bilingual culture and part of the transfronteridad 
of, especially, Tijuana’s transborder inhabitants. Transfronteridad is not a passport, a style or 
an education, it is a combination of the history, practices, and choices of the commuter. For 
Raúl and Tony, transfronteridad is linked directly to the comfort that is provided by integration 
and passing. For many others it is linked to the ease with which the daily negotiations on 
both sides of the borders are handled. There is a common understanding of what it is to be 
‘Mexican’, but because transborder commuters may not fit within their own conceptualization 
of ‘Mexican’, it is vital to develop a better understanding of the code of conduct and values that a 
lifetime of commuting has instilled in the transborder commuter population. Their transborder 
negotiations have allowed the commuters two spaces to claim as their own but burdened them 
with the knowledge that they are primarily and uniquely suited to the ‘in-between’ space that is 
the Tijuana–San Diego borderscape. 
20  Reference to TED Talk by Chimamanda Ngozi, 7 October 2009.
21  Distrito Federal or Federal District of the state of Mexico.
22  In other parts of Mexico, in this case Mexico City, the word meaning to park is estacionarse whereas 
Tijuanenses say parquear; similarly, the word more commonly used for car is coche but the word carro is used in 
Tijuana.

Through routinized transborder acts a transfronteridad is born—a mixture of outward 
environment, upbringing, interests, lifestyle choices, ability, etc.—as a method for navigating 
home, work and all the spaces in between. The transborder commuter is a figure who must 
balance the privilege and the immense burden of the borderland lifestyle, a figure whose unique 
mobility actually defines them. Because of the complexity of maintaining this balance, transborder 
commuters may choose to embrace their transfronteridad or neglect it. It is my thought that 
the path of neglect is too frequently chosen in the current environment. Transfronteridad is 
too often smothered and left uncultivated, and, therefore, not developed as a powerful tool of 
cultural, daily negotiation for the commuter and an analytical tool for the necessary reframing 
of the borderland space and borderland practice.

 



42 43

6. The Commuter, the Border as a Region and 
Transfronteridad

Exploring the routines of a select number of transborder commuters has distinguished the 
practices and processes of the commuters and shed light on the deeper social, cultural, and 
political negotiations of the space. The transborder commuter population and the ways Tijuana 
residents habitually and smoothly negotiate space in Tijuana and San Diego suggests this area 
is a borderscape—a transborder space created and maintained by a constant flow of people, 
products and practices. This understanding is distinct from the traditional geographic and socio-
cultural analyses that frame this space as divided between the US and Mexico, between the cities 
of Tijuana in the global south and San Diego in the global north. The methodological approach 
behind identifying and analyzing the transborder commuter as a figure of mobility highlights 
the intricate processes, perspectives, subjects and identities that work to make the borderscape. 
By demonstrating the implications of regularized commuting within and between spaces 
traditionally understood as politically and socio-culturally disparate, transfronteridad surfaces 
as a principle product. It is an identity, a set of practices, and the behaviors and habits produced 
as a result of regularized negotiations in and between Tijuana and San Diego. Transfronteridad 
is critical for understanding the complex ‘citizenship’ practices and expressions of identity that 
dominate the Tijuana–San Diego borderscape.

6.1 The Figure of the Transborder Commuter

The commuter is a figure that I argue is both neutral and political, a typical everyday 
non-migrant figure caught in the politics of migration. This figure embodies the convoluted 
perspectives and identities that stem from the complex ‘citizenship’ practices employed in the 
Tijuana–San Diego borderscape, practices that are both everyday and privileged. In the past, 
as noted by Glick Shiller and Salazar (2012), mobilities scholars have often given in to the 
temptation to look most closely at the movements of the elite, the broad sweeping movements 
of those moving long distances. The commuter is generally not elite but, moving back and forth 
in the borderscape, they navigate vastly different levels of affluence and their socio-economic 
status varies. Their movements can be understood as simultaneously elite and everyday.

In Tijuana, on the one hand, the mobility of a transborder commuter is something coveted, 
the word privilege here is again most apt. In San Diego, on the other hand, the movement 
of a transborder commuter is mundane and likely to be looked upon as a burden due to the 
long commutes and, typically, negative perceptions of Tijuana held by people in the US. To 
explore this complexity, in this work I followed Salazar and Smart (2011) and looked not only 
at commuter movement but also at the experience and social imaginaries of the commuter in 
terms of their perceived mobility. Through the collected narratives of commuters and their 
families and my own documented border experiences, I was able to develop the figure of the 
commuter as a non-migrant, non-tourist figure, who can be theorized as joining rather than 
separating the Tijuana–San Diego borderscape.

A Tijuana transborder commuter, like Tony, Óscar, Raúl or Santiago, is an individual who 
moves comfortably and with frequency throughout the Tijuana–San Diego borderscape. This 
figure generally lives, at least part-time in Tijuana but performs regularized activities in San 
Diego, such as working, visiting family or simply running errands. In consequence, a transborder 

commuter has a complex attachment to their space, a place-identity, and, as they are ‘citizens’ 
of both sides, they express through their daily practices a multifaceted transborder life and 
lifestyle. They are a product of the bi-national flows of goods, people, customs, and of course 
media that the borderscape permits and produces. 

Transborder commuters move through daily life employing code switching, activating 
the traits that incorporate them to the greatest extent in whatever group or setting they find 
themselves. A side effect of so-called inclusion in the disparate spaces that make up Tijuana and 
San Diego, however, is that commuters experience varying levels of exclusion in both spaces. 
The mobility of a transborder commuter around and within the borderspace may be reflected 
in their feeling of belonging, or lack thereof. As the term borderscape refers not only to the 
controls but to the effects of the border assemblage—all the elements both social and structural 
that relate to the border and its functions—on social cultural and identity formation. As the 
busiest land crossing in the world, I chose San Ysidro as the border complex through which 
to explore the commute, to analyze the effects of transborder commuting on the self, and to 
establish the, to date, unidentified figure of the commuter on the border.

The figure of the transborder commuter is a figure that not only crosses borders but actually 
inhabits, regularly, two nation-states. The commuter is not a migrant. The commuter, in 
fact, is an essential part of the joining of two nation-state spaces into what is in reality one 
borderscape. The figure of the transborder commuter creates and maintains the Tijuana–San 
Diego borderscape, no longer conceptualized as politically and geographically independent but 
as a joint space in which two cultures meet and thrive and in which new political and cultural 
forms arise.

6.2 The Transborder Commuter in the Tijuana–San Diego Borderscape

Borderspaces, alongside the so-called migrants who utilize them, are in need of reassessment. 
Brambilla sums it up perfectly in her assertion that, “Reflecting upon the borderscapes concept, 
seems to me to suggest a potentially useful way of developing innovative reflections for each of 
the three axes moving our understanding of the relationships between borders, forms of power, 
territory, political systems as well as citizenship, identity and otherness forward” (2015, p. 18). 
This work was a first attempt to analyze the relationships formed not only between but around 
the borders and the effects of these relationships on identity and otherness. This is because 
a borderscape cannot be understood by looking at only one side of the border. It is a space, 
and a -scape, encompassing the transnational flows and territories of not one but two nation-
states and must be explored as such (dell’Agnese & Szary, 2015). Tijuana and San Diego, as 
opposed to being discontinuous spaces, are naturally continuous. The border is responsible for 
both separating and uniting people and various aspects of daily-lived reality. The figure of the 
commuter as a figure of mobility exposes these underlying forces at play in this dynamic border 
environment.

The borderscape concept requires that we abandon the socially dictated ideas of (localized) 
culture that we have spent our lives collecting and filing away (Gupta, 1992). We are socially 
programmed to understand culture and locality as being stuck within political bounds, as in, 
for instance, Mexico or the United States. Mapping has evolved in such a way that colonial era 
interpretations of geography and borders have been mistaken for fact when they are simply lines 
on a page that loosely represent lines drawn in the sand. In the last century policy makers have 
debated, applied, retracted and reframed policies with the intention of forcing and reinforcing 
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so-called cultural separation. This has led to the mistaken understanding that transborder 
fluidity is not a natural state.

The figure of the commuter demonstrates natural transborder fluidity, as I have shown in 
this thesis. The nation-state fluidity of transborder commuter narratives indicates the many 
social, political and territorial dynamics at work in the southern regions of the US today. The 
figure of the commuter on the border opens up another narrative, a bidirectional narrative of 
work, family and leisure. My work, for example, would not have been possible had I not explored 
both sides of these borders. To understand the figure of the transborder commuter I felt it vital 
to familiarize myself with the navigations of Tijuana and San Diego that Tony, Óscar, Raúl and 
Santiago regularly perform. Through an understanding of transborder commuter negotiations 
of Tijuana and San Diego I was able to reframe the spaces as a borderscape, which effectively 
illustrated the ambiguity of the social, cultural and even geographic flows that are commonly, 
and misguidedly, analyzed in terms of separate, clear-cut nation-state territories. 

Because borders are unstable entities, each individual movement is infused with meaning 
(2015, p. 27); therefore, this population cannot be understood outside of their particular time–
space setting. My work looked at a time period, the current period, that is at once conflictual and 
non-conflictual but very much representative of ‘normality’. Building on Rumley and Minghi 
(1991), I have made a case for reframing the border landscape and how in this borderscape 
the social production of the border as a concept and physical reality play a major role in the 
construction and deployment of borderland ‘citizenship’ practices and, therefore, identity and 
otherness.23 To remove people from their historical and geographic context, I argue here, is 
to separate them from an essential identity component. The analysis of the space can only be 
properly conducted within its particular socio-historical setting, which, as Brambilla claims, is 
inherent in the borderscape concept. In other words, by exploring this setting as a borderscape, 
it remains firmly historicized. 

My exploration of the borders and the experiences of the commuters within the border 
regions is a first step toward an understanding of both the space as a borderscape and the 
transborder commuter as more than a migrant, as an illustrative figure of mobility. Establishing 
the transborder commuter as a figure of mobility within the borderscape makes visible the 
unique commuter experiences and resultant ways commuters conceptualize themselves and 
their space. Along with the products that cross the borders come new behaviors and habits, 
all of which culminate in transfronteridad, essentially a way of thinking of self and space as 
interconnected via social and cultural ‘citizenship’ practices and processes. 

6.3 The Borderscape and Border Figures Linked by Transfronteridad

The Tijuana–San Diego borderscape is saturated with practices, routines, and, essentially, 
culture that is carried from one end of the borderscape to the other by the movements of 
transborder commuters. Transfronteridad, as a set of complex practices, processes and 
perspectives, is what delineates the borderscape, and the meaning infused into the regular 
negotiations of transborder commuters is what has given rise to transfronteridad in this 

23  Rumley and Minghi (1991) were early examples of scholars who understood the need to overcome what 
Brambilla (2015) describes as an excessively classificatory understanding of borders. In opposition to the popular 
orientation toward what can only be escribed as ‘conflict syndrome’—viewing everything as post-war, they argued 
that over-classification limited true insight into the borderscape because of the rigid need to look at the two sides 
as discontinuous. They instead look at the borderscape in its ‘normal’ state and focus on difference and identity as 
constructions of or directly related to the border itself. 

borderscape.
Transborder commuters are mobile, moving from one nation-state to the other, spending 

their lives in a perpetual state of movement and non-movement. Their ability to move lands them 
frequently in lines, waiting, watching, navigating. People like Tony, Óscar, Raúl and Santiago 
actively take part in life on both sides and have been central to the development and current 
state of the borderspaces. They regularly move not only themselves but also goods and customs 
from one side to the other. The borderlands and, consequently, the borderscape, are a reflection 
of the customs, people, mentality and dynamics of these continuous borderspaces. A national or 
group identity does not dissolve in the face of a nation-state border, even though we may have 
been trained to think otherwise. Instead, people and culture continue to move and flow. This 
movement is what transfronteridad frames, the place-identity of the transborder commuter, the 
link between the figure of the commuter and Tijuana–San Diego as a borderscape. 

The transborder commuter is a multi-faceted figure adept at manipulating the many 
elements of their varied environments. They deploy tools that confirm both their legal and social 
‘citizenship’ on both sides of border. With the tools and benefits that transborder commuting 
and transfronteridad presuppose come the burdens of being from the global south, from 
Tijuana—a space long stigmatized as a haven for drugs, illegal gambling and prostitution. There 
is an overly easy link often made between Tijuana, Mexico, and Central and South America, 
and with crime, in the form of ‘waves’, in this case a ‘tidal’ scale of crime wave. Maher and 
Carruthers (forthcoming, p. 6) argue, “We draw such lines of distinction between one street 
versus the next street over, or one part of town versus another part of town, or between one city 
and another, or even between larger geographic units: outsiders can construct whole countries 
(e.g. Mexico) or global regions (e.g. the “Third World”) as ‘bad neighborhoods’.”  They, along 
with other authors, suggest that we ask ourselves whose representation this is and for what 
purpose? (ibid; Gupta & Ferguson, 1992) And, from where does this representation come? It is 
a representation from above, looking down. And, for what purpose? For the purpose of fear and 
misdirection. Although it is not new, the singular construction of Mexico and Mexicans as ‘bad’ 
and ‘corrupt’ is in full force in the media today.

The Tijuana–San Diego borders are dynamic spaces greatly simplified by the media. The 
US, in relation to Mexico, is a place associated with security and control, even, perhaps, 
virtue, while Mexico is a space equated with long standing vice and violence. In line with this 
negative representation of Mexico, categorization as Mexican continues to be synonymous 
with categorization as the ‘other’. ‘Othering’ of Mexicans in US media and rhetoric is visible 
each time Donald J. Trump or another figurehead makes a statement referring to Mexicans as 
“criminals”, “rapists” or “bad people”, each time a news report describes Mexicans in animalistic 
or inanimate terms and each time a negative or politically sensitive word or term is strategically 
associated with space south of the US borders. In fact, in recent years anti-Mexican speech, 
along with various other forms of hate speech, have become the norm rather than the exception. 

The popular representation of Mexico and Mexican is a pressing issue today as immigration 
is again a major topic in the news and in politics. Immigrant rhetoric is yet again dangerously 
volatile in the media. As immigrant debates, along with the immigrants themselves, are again in 
the spotlight there is a need to reframe the way that we think about immigrants and immigration 
in light of the close community ties that can be seen in proximity to the borders (Utley García 
& López Estrada, 2014).

Recognition of the complex and everyday ways transborder commuters are mobile, of 
the ways they occupy and shape the Tijuana–San Diego borderscape, disrupts the rhetoric of 
alienation so popular in the US. Transborder commuters on these borders are the actors who, 
through their routinized border fluid movements, demonstrate the utility of the borderscape 
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as a framework for superseding the traditional conceptualization of the Tijuana–San Diego 
borders as a politically and socially constructed barrier between the global south and the global 
north. The borderscape demonstrates the complex ‘citizenship’ practices, of largely unseen 
figures that give the securitized nation-state borders fluidity. And, in this way, transfronteridad 
is the last piece of the puzzle, reshaping the way we understand the dynamics embodied in the 
mobility of the transborder commuter within the Tijuana–San Diego borderscape. 

7. Conclusion

The San Ysidro borders are gateways that influence rather block the fluidity of movement from 
side to side. These securitized structures can be penetrated by car or on foot and with a variety 
of different legal documents that effectively partition even the small transborder commuter 
community. Transborder commuters are figures of mobility who, through their routinized 
transborder negotiations, illustrate the ways in which Tijuana and San Diego, conceptualized 
together, are a borderscape pierced and molded by transborder customs and practices. The 
borderscape and, therefore, transborder commuter practice has been uniquely shaped by the 
specific history and current political environments of Mexico and the US. The narratives of 
transborder commuting shared in this work illustrate the unseverable link between transborder 
commuters as figures of mobility, the historicized borderscape as their site of navigation and 
transfronteridad as the link between these figures and the space.

I have established transborder commuters on the Tijuana–San Diego borders as individuals 
with their lives deeply entrenched in border function and their ‘access’ to not only San Diego 
but the resources and tools, both physical and emotional, they have accumulated on both sides. 
The complex ‘citizenship’ practices of transborder commuters within the Tijuana–San Diego 
borderscape, I have argued, can be used as a framework through which to view the evolution of 
the border, its continued securitization and the effects on social, cultural, and identity formation. 
In other words, in response to the current political and social unrest, I proposed the figure of 
the transborder commuter as a new figure of mobility through which to analyze the function 
and structure of the borderscape by means of transfronteridad. In this way, the habitual and 
intense interactions of the figure are viewed as the vehicle that joins the two politically distinct 
but deeply connected nation-states. 

The Tijuana–San Diego borders have long been used as a barrier between the global south 
and global north. Borders, as a site of contention, are a particularly popular topic in today’s 
discussions and debates. What is often lost in these debates are the figures that claim space both 
in Mexico and the US. The figure of the transborder commuter, as a figure of mobility legally 
traversing the politically distinct spaces that make up the borderscape, is often lost in larger 
political discussions of the future of the borders between Mexico and the US. The transborder 
lifestyle, without any mention of transborder commuters and the way they move popular 
products and customs from one side of the border to the other, is threatened more with each 
coming day. 

Through my in-depth research of the Tijuana–San Diego borders and the narratives of 
crossing collected along the way, I have established the figure of the transborder commuter 
as a valuable figure of mobility and the Tijuana–San Diego region as a borderscape 
through which practices of transfronteridad become visible. It is through this newfound 
visibility that new figures aside from the traditionally conceptualized Mexican migrant 
will make their way into popular debate. The practices of transborder commuters in the 
borderscape illuminate the delicate, intricate ties that have existed, exist, and will continue 
to exist between Mexico and the US but have been strategically both overshadowed by the 
negative conceptualizations of Mexicans in the US and, equally frequently, simply ignored. 
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