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Jakelin Ameí Rosmery Caal Maquín was born just after my first son, close enough that her 
mother and I must have been in labor at the same time. Seven years later, shortly after Jakelin’s 
birthday, she died far from home. She had just crossed into the United States from Mexico at 
one of the border’s most remote ports of entry with a large group, including her father. When 
they were apprehended by border patrol they surrendered. Within hours, Jakelin’s temperature 
soared to 40.9 degrees Celsius (Hugo 2018). On a transport bus to a larger station, she vomited 
and became unconscious. Emergency medical technicians revived her but could not keep her 
alive (Holpuch 2018).  
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1. A medical assistant in highland Guatemala looks back at me as my son is wheeled to surgery. Photo credit: 
Andrew Roper. 

 

On Christmas Eve, 2018, the day Jakelin’s body was returned to her grieving mother in 
Guatemala, another Guatemalan child died in border custody. Felipe Gómez Alonzo was eight 
years old. Official US policy states that even adults should be released from holding facilities, 
which are often cold and uncomfortable, within seventy-two hours, but Felipe had spent nearly 
a week moving between holding cells with his father (Mark 2018). In the middle of the day, 
on 24 December, he was evaluated for ‘glossy eyes’ and prescribed antibiotics and ibuprofen. 
His chart said he had a common cold. He was released to a cell and many hours later, around 
5 pm, someone brought him the medicine. Shortly afterward he began to vomit. By midnight, 
while my sons were curled up safely in their warm beds dreaming of Santa, he was dead (US 
Department of Homeland Security 2018).  
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2. My son and me in the hospital recovery room, the day after his accident. Photo credit: Andrew Roper. 
 

Both of my sons, now ages four and seven, have been sick in Guatemala. Coughs, rashes, the 
flu, and worse. Kind men and women have made them tea for upset stomachs or brought 
them damp cloths for their fevers. When my younger son was one, he had an accident, falling 
down our apartment stairs. He knocked out his teeth, crushed his lower jaw, and needed 
surgery. Guatemalans we barely knew ushered us to the hospital. While we were there, people 
checked in with us frequently to make sure we had everything they could provide. One man 
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whose name I never learned saw me with my older child in the waiting room and brought me 
food from the cafeteria, knowing that even the trip across the building would be hard for me 
to make. Strangers came out of nowhere to see how they could help.  

 

 

3. The entire bill, divided between hospital costs and surgery costs, and handwritten on a piece of paper, came 
to just over US$1,000. Photo by the author. 

 

Our bill for two days in the hospital, intensive care, X-rays, doctor’s evaluations, surgery, and 
our meals came to just over US$1,000. It’s not an inconsequential amount of money but it 
would not bankrupt us: better still, every cent of this bill was paid by our Dutch health 
insurance. This is one inequity at play: some families are destroyed by debt or death when kids 
get sick, while others are not. Another inequity happens well before the hospital.  
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4. We travel between countries by airplane, where roundtrip tickets are as low as US$300. Guatemalan children 
must take the dangerous and difficult land route between countries, and the expenses for this passage cost 
roughly US$10,000. Photo by the author.  

 
Consider our border crossings. Because my sons are US citizens they do not need to apply in 
advance for a visa to visit Guatemala. They were not born in the United States, but for them 
– for their chunky little white bodies – this does not matter. Their passage costs a couple 
hundred dollars, not the thousands of dollars that Guatemalans will pay to travel north. We 
present their passports upon arrival, and everyone is so kind I do not even think of this as a 
checkpoint. They are quickly welcomed into Guatemala and allowed to stay for months. 
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5. My son sits with a group of Mam-speaking women in highland Guatemala. Photo by the author.  

 

Guatemalan children arriving at the US border face a different reality. Applying for a visa to 
visit the United States from Guatemala is expensive and, unless families are very rich, the 
application will be denied. As a result, children are smuggled across Mexico, walking for long 
and uncertain days on bruised and calloused feet to desolate or disorganized points of entry. 
Upon arrival, their pleas to enter are typically rejected.  

The causes of death for Jakelin and Felipe are disputed (Valverde 2019). Hospital records 
point to dehydration and the flu. Both fathers signed government-issued forms shortly before 
their deaths saying the children were healthy, but these only exist in English or Spanish; 
Jackelin’s father speaks Q’eqchi’ and Felipe’s father speaks Chuj, two of Guatemala’s twenty-
one Mayan languages. When looking to determine the cause of death, Francisco Cantú, a 
former border patrol official, points to a widespread and encouraged culture of cruelty. He 
writes, ‘What happened to Jakelin is not an aberration, but rather the predictable outgrowth 
of the dehumanizing practices that define US border policy’ (Cantú 2018). He knows what 
he’s talking about, having worked for the agency between 2008 and 2012, where he was trained 
to pour water down the drain in front of thirsty survivors.  
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6. Consuela Guerra Xícara holds my son at her house in the state of Quetzaltenango, Guatemala. Photo by the 
author. 
 

After Jakelin’s death, Department of Homeland Security Director Kristjen Nielsen pointed to 
her parents: ‘This family chose to cross illegally’, she said in a television interview, although 
this is not true. It is beside the point that Jakelin crossed at a deliberately understaffed point of 
entry, where registering her large group was impossible (Isacson, Meyer, and Hite 2018). It 
does not matter where one crosses. Seeking asylum is a legal right, protected by US and 
international law (Schlein 2018).   

The number of unauthorized border crossers into the United States is far lower now than in 
previous decades (Ward and Singhvi 2019), but the number of families entering the United 
States has grown tremendously in recent years (Jordan 2018). The violence and poverty in 
Central America has been widely reported, but here is a sobering statistic: for every child under 
five who dies in the United States, four children in Guatemala will die (World Bank 2017; 
USAID 2019). K’iche’-Maya anthropologist Irma Alicia Velásquez Nimatuj (2018) notes that 
Guatemala has seven public hospitals for its seventeen million inhabitants, each one in 
deplorable condition. Its ministry of health operates on a meager budget. She notes that 
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specialized doctors survive on less than US$500 per month, while the presence of 
pharmaceutical companies grows larger and larger (Velásquez Nimatuj 2018).  

The day after Christmas, a K’iche’ friend of mine posted a message on social media that read, 
‘The best present I could get is to be born in Xela Quetzaltenango’. This isn’t unusual: 
Guatemalans I know care deeply about their land and their languages. They do not desire to 
live and work elsewhere. But they also live in a country where violent crime, including the 
targeted assassination of Indigenous leaders, is infrequently prosecuted (Dudley 2017; Martin 
2019), and where poverty has a stranglehold on Indigenous children, upwards of 70 percent of 
whom are chronically malnourished (Miller 2011; Yates-Doerr 2018). They live in a country 
that consistently ranks in the top ten of countries vulnerable to ever-escalating consequences 
of climate change (Kreft, Eckstein, and Melchior 2016), where coffee is being ravaged by a 
rust blight that is expected to intensify and that is linked to global warming (Renton 2014). 
They run from a deep history of Indigenous genocide and foreign intervention that has 
routinely trammeled efforts to build democracy and alleviate poverty. They run to the monster 
that is the US border, knowing of the peril but with the hope that fleeing will allow them to 
survive.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

7. The day after Christmas a Guatemalan friend recirculated a post celebrating Guatemala. It reads, ‘The best 
gift I could get is to be born in Xela, Quetzaltenango’. Screenshot by the author. 
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US politicians allege that Guatemalan parents use their children to shield them from danger. 
In a recent speech encouraging the expansion of border security, Trump declared: ‘These 
children are used as human pawns’ (Kiely et al. 2019).  

The words of Somali-British poet Warsan Shire (2011) offer a powerful response: ‘No one 
puts their children in a boat unless the water is safer than land’, she writes. To think these 
parents – or any parents – do not care desperately about their babies is to think they are not 
human. Which is, of course, a cornerstone of the Trump administration, which rose to political 
power on a platform that frequently described Latinx people in the United States as animals.  

 

 

8. Carlos Xícara plays with my sons in his courtyard in Xela, Guatemala. Photo by the author. 

 
Scientific research is clear on the fact that immigration can boost economic growth and that 
immigrants to the United States are more law-abiding than US-born citizens (see Enchautegui 
2015). Geographer Elizabeth Oglesby (2019) documents how Central Americans living in the 
United States have drawn on extensive expertise gained in their home countries to make the 
United States a safer place for its workers.  
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Meanwhile, Trump is known for agitating his audiences with racist, anti-immigrant language. 
In a speech from 2015, Trump said this about immigrants: ‘They’re taking our jobs. They’re 
taking our manufacturing jobs. They’re taking our money. They’re killing us’ (quoted in Kohn 
2016). His 2018 Homeland Security Report was titled, We Must Secure the Border and Build the 
Wall to Make America Safe Again. The resonance between this title and the fourteen words1 
understood as a white supremacist manifesto was immediately evident to many. More recently, 
the US government was partially shut down for thirty-five days over a desire to build a wall 
whose purpose was never protection but political theater. The crowd surrounding Trump is 
so fixated on hate that they would rather set their own house on fire than open their doors to 
exhausted children begging to come in. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

9. Daniela walks with my son to the city’s central park. Daniela holds his hand so he is safe from traffic on the 
busy streets. Photo by the author. 

 

1  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fourteen_Words 
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George Foster, a US anthropologist commonly held to be the founding figure of medical 
anthropology, wrote about ‘the image of the limited good’ (see Foster 1965). He drew on 
fieldwork with Indigenous communities in central Mexico in the 1960s to document the beliefs 
of ‘peasants’ (a term widely dismissed today for its racist connotations). He theorized that they 
believed that desirable things in life had fixed limits. Health. Wealth. Status. Power. Safety. 
Love. Each, he argued, was understood to exist in finite quantity. Because they were always in 
short supply, an individual or a family could improve their position only at the expense of 
others. One person’s gain was necessarily another person’s loss.  

I did not work at the same time as Foster, but I have not seen this kind of economic calculus 
among Indigenous Maya communities in the twenty years I have been carrying out fieldwork 
in highland Guatemala. 

Caught in a sudden rainstorm with my two-year-old on a visit to one of Guatemala’s poorest 
hamlets, a Mam woman pulled us into her home and made us scrambled eggs and French fries 
while the thunderclouds passed overhead. She dismissed my attempts to offer her anything in 
return. While traveling through the mountains to an unfamiliar city, the bus I was riding broke 
down and did not reach its destination until late at night. A kind K’iche’ couple was concerned 
about me traveling alone in the dark and offered me a room in their house for the night. The 
bed was soft, the food was good, and I ended up staying two weeks.  

I could continue on with other examples for some time. These are not isolated incidents. It is 
the case that my family moves through Guatemala with privileges of skin color and passports 
(among other things), which influence the hospitality we are afforded. It is also the case that 
mothers in the communities where I’ve worked without these privileges routinely treat each 
other with kindness and concern as well. That both are true – that generosity is possible – 
challenges the logic of Foster’s cold, determinant reductionism. Relationships in this region 
are not governed by a zero-sum game.  
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10. My son is welcomed by a group of children in a Mam-speaking community in San Juan Ostuncalco. 
Anthropologist Rosario Garcia Meza looks at them out the window. Photos by the author. 
 

It is not Indigenous communities who adhere to the image of the limited good. Instead, the 
people who disseminate this image are upper class and White. The image of the limited good 
is a lie they peddle to keep the people who listen to them angry and scared. It is a sick, 
cancerous image, one that feeds upon the fear of the limit to grow.  

Meanwhile, the women I know in highland Guatemala care for their families and their 
neighbors. For them, caring for one person does not mean harming someone else. Instead, 
they work to make things better, knowing sickness often spreads. When we are in Guatemala 
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and my kids get sick, I invariably return home at the end of the day with bundles of herbs and 
vegetables, gifts whose only return is that my children will soon get well.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

11. Consuela Guerra and Carlos Xícara play with my children in their bedroom in highland Guatemala. On our 
return trip to Guatemala following my son’s accident they made room in their home for us to stay with them. 
They spent many hours playing with my children, ensuring they were happy and safe. Photo by the author. 

 

Sometimes I lie awake at night after I have put my sons to bed and I miss them, although they 
are only in the other room. I think of their beautiful pudgy cheeks, their chubby bellies, and 
the mischievous glimmer in their eyes when they know they are naughty. If my children died 
I would never recover. I feel this raw vulnerability about other children as well. My great-
grandma lost a baby, a boy who would have been my grandma’s younger brother. They lived 
on a wheat farm in the southwest of the United States, some distance from medical care, and 
he was born sickly and did not survive. It was common then, but no less painful than today. 
The death haunted my great-grandmother, shaping everything about my grandma’s 
upbringing, which eventually shaped how she raised her children, and onward down to me. A 
century later, I am writing about his death.  
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What is happening to Guatemalan children now will similarly ripple outward for generations. 
Lifetimes from now, the deaths of Jakelin Ameí Rosmery Caal Maquín and Felipe Gómez 
Alonzo will be mourned. They could have been cared for – fed, brought clean clothes and 
warm tea, given soft beds to sleep on, welcomed – but they were not. Their sickness and 
vulnerability became grounds for uncaring, for rejection. Now they are gone. 

I feel despair about their deaths, and, more broadly, about the enormity of the structural forces 
of racism and hate that orchestrate Indigenous children’s deaths at the US border. But despair 
is a poor motivator toward political action. It does not tend to enable an ability to respond, to 
see need in others and think: ‘we have responsibility here’. So let me instead end with a message 
about another kind of good: a good of abundance, a good that reassures us that we have 
enough, there is enough. 

These days, as racist lies about immigrants stealing jobs and harming lives props up the 
argument for a border wall, I find myself inadvertently humming a version of a joyful child’s 
song that my parents sang to me when I was small. It may seem inappropriate to speak of 
children’s music when beholding the specter of cruelty and violence. But songs for children 
can turn accepted logics inside out and stir our imaginations in generative ways. This song was 
sung by singer/activist Malvina Reynolds, a daughter of Jewish immigrants. It is about love, 
and as a general political ambition ‘love’ unsettles me. Too often love is the kind of kinship-
love that encourages fidelity to sameness, a high price for people who are not like me. But the 
song is about love and magic, and its message is a good one, especially for my little White sons 
who must learn how to share:  

Love is something if we give it away, give it away, give it away.  
Love is something if we give it away, we end up having more.  
It’s just like a magic penny: hold it tight and we won’t have any.  
Lend it spend it and we’ll have so many,  
they’ll roll all over the floor.  

The song continues, refusing the image of the limited good. It holds a vital lesson for undoing 
national politics today, trading austerity and loss for abundance and generosity: ‘It’s a treasure 
and we’ll never lose it. Unless we lock up the door’. 
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12. My son puts his hand on the shoulder of a playmate in highland Guatemala. He speaks Dutch and English 
and she speaks Mam and Spanish but they nonetheless play together for hours. Photo by the author. 
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13. Consuela Guerra and Carlos Xícara say goodbye to my son as we head to a trip to country’s capital. Photo 
by the author. 
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