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	Moreover, U.S. government responses to migration often prioritize border enforcement over humanitarian aid. Immigration policy is frequently shaped by fear and stereotype rather than empirical evidence, which helps explain the systematic exclusion of migrants from legal protection. A complex web of laws and enforcement mechanisms has labelled migrants as “criminals,” reinforcing the perception that they pose a threat10. This process of criminalization is a key feature of legal violence, where immigration laws operate not just as regulatory measures but as mechanisms of exclusion, punishment, and social control. As a result, La Bestia has become a symbol of how restrictive border policies do not deter migration but push people toward more perilous journeys. U.S. immigration policies have also made family reunification nearly impossible, severely impacting the family unit in Central America. Strict visa regulations, long asylum wait times, and policies like Remain in Mexico—a Trump-era policy officially known
	 
	Family detention centres exemplify how immigration law functions as a form of state-sanctioned violence, holding parents and children in prolonged confinement under widely condemned conditions including inadequate medical care, psychological distress, and documented reports of abuse.12 Despite legal challenges, the practice persists, reflecting an enforcement system prioritizing detention over human rights. The framing of migrants as “illegal” and “criminal” justifies these harsh measures, portraying them as threats to national security rather than individuals fleeing violence and economic devastation. This legal rhetoric dehumanizes migrants, facilitating restrictive policies while minimizing public outrage. Title 42, a public health order invoked during the COVID-19 pandemic, exemplifies this approach, allowing U.S. authorities to expel migrants without providing the opportunity to seek asylum under the justification of disease prevention. Introduced under Trump administration and continued under the
	The impact of these policies is particularly devastating for children, who face extreme risks when migrating alone. In the documentary Which Way Home, Francisco,  a nine-year-old boy from Guatemala, suffers a broken arm while crossing the border on La Bestia. Abandoned by his coyote (a smuggler paid to guide migrants across borders) and left vulnerable, Francisco's story is a poignant example of how immigration policies not only fail to protect children but actively place them in harm's way. Fortunately, another migrant refused to leave Francisco behind and carried him to safety14. This act of compassion highlights the stark contrast between the human cost of family separation and the control-oriented approach of border enforcement. Children, whether accompanied or not, bear the heavy consequences of migration policies that prioritize control over protection. 
	Building on the discussion of La Bestia’s symbolism, family separation is a central issue in understanding the broader impact of U.S. immigration policies on transnational families. While many migrants set out together hoping to remain united kidnappings, deportations, and the need to take separate routes often lead to forced separation15 . Parents may endure the treacherous train ride while their children seek asylum through official channels, leaving families in limbo often facing detention, deportation, or indefinite separation. The emotional and psychological toll is immense, as parents and children navigate the uncertainty of reunification amidst increasingly restrictive policies16 . For transnational families (those with members living in different countries) staying connected is fraught with legal and financial obstacles, including high remittance costs and limited visitation rights. Many attempt unauthorized and dangerous crossings to reunite, risking detention or even death. 
	The scale of this crisis is significant: approximately 5% of those who ride La Bestia are unaccompanied children17. The documentary Which Way Home illustrates this harsh reality through the experiences of young migrants like Kevin and Francisco, whose journeys expose the extreme dangers faced by children travelling alone. Beyond physical risks, these stories highlight the emotional and psychological toll of separation, with children experiencing abandonment and resentment while parents endure guilt and distress18. Financial instability and labour market discrimination in the U.S. further prevent parents from sending remittances, exacerbating family strain. Programs like Remain in Mexico and strict asylum laws prolong family separation, contributing to lasting anxiety, depression, and behavioural issues in children, while parents suffer from chronic stress. These cycles of trauma and displacement, sustained by systemic barriers, have generational consequences that deepen the suffering of migrant families. 

