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Abstract
While the criminalization and hyper‐sexualization of Venezuelanmigrants and refugees across South America have received
growing scholarly attention, fairly little is known about the coping strategies of migrants in this context. In this article, we
build on quantitative and qualitative data from a survey (N = 100), 72 in‐depth interviews, and five focus groups with
Venezuelan immigrants in five Peruvian cities, collected between 2018 and 2020, to explore how they make sense of, and
react to, negative shifts in public opinion on immigration and the criminalization of Venezuelan nationals. We identify
two broad coping mechanisms: (a) opposition to their criminalization, including its satirical ridiculing, and (b) intra‐group
boundary‐making and “othering.” Our findings make an important contribution to the literature on migrant responses to
criminalization and intra‐group relations in the Global South.
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1. Introduction

In the past five years, scholars have characterized
Venezuelan displacement as a “migration of despair”
(Paez & Vivas, 2017), in response to the country’s deep‐
ening economic, political, and humanitarian crisis, which
has been stoked by falling international petroleum prices
and opposition to President Nicolás Maduro’s gover‐
nance. As of October 2021, over 5.9 million Venezuelans
have fled their homes due to generalized violence,
poverty, and lack of access to health and education,
among other reasons (R4V, 2021), rendering it the
second‐largest and fastest‐growing displacement sce‐
nario worldwide (Freier & Parent, 2019). The nature of
this displacement is largely regional, with over 4.8million
living in Latin America and the Caribbean (R4V, 2021).

A growing body of literature on Venezuelan displace‐
ment across Latin America has documented integration
processes in receiving countries (Aliaga et al., 2020;

Freier & Pérez, 2021; Pérez & Ugarte, 2021). In recent
years, a topic of increasing interest has been the criminal‐
ization of Venezuelans across the region (Blouin, 2019;
Concha, 2018; Freier & Parent, 2019; Freier & Pérez,
2021; García, 2020; Pérez & Freier, 2021). In Peru more
specifically, studies tend to examine Venezuelan men
and women’s criminalization experiences in both the
public sphere and in theworkplace (Freier&Pérez, 2021),
as well as the interconnectedness between Venezuelan
women’s hyper‐sexualization and criminalization (Pérez
& Freier, 2021; Pérez & Ugarte, 2021). While this migra‐
tion is still unfolding, and notwithstanding the research
conducted, we know relatively little about the reactions
and coping strategies of migrants in this context.

Contributing to the study of how Venezuelans make
sense of, and react to, negative shifts in public opin‐
ion on immigration and their criminalization in every‐
day life, this article first asks how these migrants in
Peru approach their criminalization. Here, we explore
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respondents’ reactions to damaging changes in public
opinion regarding how they are positioned in Peruvian
society as delinquents and/or undesirable subjects. We
find two broad types of reactions: (a) satirical opposition
and (b) intra‐group boundary‐making. In light of these
responses, a secondquestion that arises is: Are there spe‐
cific socioeconomic and political conditions in Peru that
have hastened such coping mechanisms?

Overall, we argue that Venezuelan migrants’ use of
satire and intra‐group boundary‐making developed as
a response to changing policy and political conditions
in the host country, which increased overall instances
of discrimination and criminalization and created bar‐
riers for their socio‐economic integration—particularly
their access to gainful employment. As “migrants of
despair,” the main reason for choosing Peru as a des‐
tination was linked to the country’s early policy that
granted them temporary work permits (Aron & Castillo
Jara, 2020; Freier & Castillo Jara, 2020). However,
this reality was short‐lived. Our research shows that
Venezuelans who arrived before June 2019—when the
policy changed—sought to underscore their value, on
the one hand, while differentiating themselves from
later‐arriving compatriots, on the other. Our findings
demonstrate that, for Venezuelan migrants in Peru, spe‐
cific coping mechanisms surfaced as a response to their
socioeconomic precarity in an increasingly hostile cli‐
mate. This case study contributes to the literature on
migrant responses to criminalization and intra‐group
relations in the Global South.

The remainder of this article is structured as fol‐
lows: The second section provides a review of the
literature on migrant criminalization and intra‐group
boundary‐making. We follow this with a brief overview
of Venezuelan emigration to Peru and its increasing crim‐
inalization. The fourth section describes our methods.
We then present our findings, followed by a discussion
of our data. The final section concludes with some sug‐
gestions for further research on this subject.

2. Migrant Criminalization and Intra‐Group
Boundary‐Making

Two strands of literature serve as a prism for our analysis.
The first, on migrant criminalization, includes research
primarily from the Global North, as well as some incip‐
ient scholarship from the Global South. The second, on
migrants’ use of satire and intra‐group boundary‐making
as coping mechanisms, is comparatively less developed
overall and nearly inexistent in the Global South.

2.1. The Criminalization of Migration

Historically, the literature devoted to immigrant criminal‐
ization has focused on south‐north or east‐west migra‐
tion (Armenta, 2016, 2017; Escobar, 2016; Korteweg,
2017), where analyses have contributed to both theoret‐
ical and empirical understandings relative to judicial and

legal processes and national security (Abrego et al., 2017;
Armenta, 2016; McDowell & Wonders, 2010), as well
as to immigrants’ integration experiences (Korteweg,
2017; Van Klingeren et al., 2015). As immigrants are posi‐
tioned as social threats and/or criminalized, this con‐
struction might occur through both migration status
and/or race, depending on their country of origin (Brown
et al., 2018). Tending to the voices and experiences of
female migrants, another set of studies has examined
this group’s criminalization at the intersection of migrant
condition and gender (Coşkun, 2018), and/or stigmatiza‐
tion based on their choice of employment, specifically
focusing on sex workers (Agustín, 2006).

Extant scholarship has revealed an intensification of
overall migrant criminalization in recent years (Melossi,
2003; Parkin, 2013), with some research identifying how
immigrants are constructed as threats and/or “othered”
(Bourbeau, 2011; Menjívar & Abrego, 2012). On this
note, studies reveal a link between migrant criminal‐
ization and racialization processes (Abrego et al., 2017;
Armenta, 2016, 2017; Armenta & Vega, 2017; Provine &
Doty, 2011; Stang & Stefoni, 2016). For example, Brown
et al. (2018) have examined negative media portray‐
als of Latino immigrants—vs. African Americans—in the
United States. Altogether they find that, far from consti‐
tuting independent processes, discrimination goes hand
in glove with racialization. Likewise, the authors posit
that, just as discrimination and criminalization are racial‐
ized, they are also gendered. As Korteweg (2017, p. 432)
argues, “the resulting racialized gendered population
becomes the subject of abjection onto whom general‐
ized social problems are projected.”

By contrast, the literature on the criminalization
of migration in the Global South is incipient (Barbero,
2019; Freier & Pérez, 2021; Oliveira Moreira, 2020;
Pérez & Freier, 2021; Stang & Stefoni, 2016). With the
recent unprecedented level of Venezuelan displacement,
scholarship has underscored the overall criminalization
of Venezuelan migrants in the region (García, 2020;
Pineda & Ávila, 2019). In Peru, research has documented
the country’s shift in immigration governance—from an
open reception of migrants to heightened securitization
measures (Aron & Castillo Jara, 2020; Freier & Castillo
Jara, 2020)—as well as its effect on the criminaliza‐
tion of Venezuelan migrants and refugees (Condori et
al., 2020; Freier & Pérez, 2021; Pecho Gonzáles, 2020;
Pérez & Freier, 2021). Studies have also documented the
“othering” of Venezuelanwomen, specifically at the inter‐
section of gender, socioeconomic level, nationality, and
migration status (Fernández, 2020; Pérez & Freier, 2021;
Pérez & Ugarte, 2021).

2.2. Coping Through Satire and Intra‐Group
Boundary‐Making

Scholars have long studied how vulnerable populations
use humor as a coping mechanism (Cardeña, 2003;
Husband, 1977; Littlewood, 1993). Specific to migrants,
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Van Ramshorst (2017, p. 14) highlights humor as a
mechanism “by which migrants negotiated their vul‐
nerability while also providing a shared source of sol‐
idarity between and among them.” Along these lines,
Gosin (2017) and Koskela (2021) have documented
migrants’ responses to discriminatory situations in the
United States and Europe, respectively, where satire is
employed as a coping tactic to deflect against unequal
positioning (Koskela, 2021, p. 254). More specifically, in
her study of Afro‐Cubans in the United States, Gosin
(2017, p. 7) points to strategies, such as humor, anger,
and confrontation, which embody a “wry humor that
resists racial hierarchies and processes of racialized
subject‐making.” In this case, the satire is directed both
at non‐Afrodescendant Cubans, as well as at host nation‐
als who confuse some Cubans’ “Blackness” with that of
other Afrodescendants. Sarcastic humor is thus a mani‐
festation of migrants’ resistance and agency. By contrast,
in his study of African and Asian immigrants in Europe,
Koskela (2021, p. 254) finds that their use of humor in
deflecting racism, for example, is less about claiming
superiority, andmore a “plea for equality.” More broadly,
as Van Ramshorst (2017, p. 17) has suggested, “humour
is, ironically, a serious topic….Joking and laughter are
not only political acts but reveal deeper feelings and dis‐
positions about political subjects.” In this way, humor
and/or satire may be both a shared style of communica‐
tion among migrants, as well as a defense shield against
their detractors.

Intra‐group boundary‐making constitutes another
response by immigrants to marginalization and/or inte‐
gration processes. In the case of Ecuadoreanmigrants liv‐
ing in Italy, Boccagni (2014) has termed their intra‐group
distinctions as “selective disalignment” to describe the
way one cadre of migrants sets itself apart from
another less desirable national cohort. Focusing on
North Africans in France, Schiff (2021) has studied the
relationship between new and “established” migrants,
examining how each group uses discourses about itself
in its positioning both in French society and among their
first‐ or second‐generation compatriots. Similarly, Fathi’s
(2014) research on female Iranian medical doctors and
dentists in Britain depicts how migrants position them‐
selves against their peers in the host country. Finally, the
work of Alba et al. (2014) on Mexican migrants in the
United States reveals that specific markers, like higher
education, intermarriage, and geographic mobility, cre‐
ate intra‐group distancing among Mexican‐Americans.

Specific to research in the Global South, Stang and
Stefoni’s (2016, p. 58) study on migration between
Colombia and Chile also finds micro‐boundary‐creation
practices among migrants, where class origin plays a
key role, and social organization distinguishes against
those who are “bad” or delinquent, pitting white and
middle‐class Colombians, for example, against those of
color. In Peru, Loayza (2020) has documented intra‐
group segregation within the Venezuelan population,
with some Venezuelans in Lima engaging in public

demonstrations, holding banners that apologize for
their compatriots’ poor behavior, and others settling
in cities with fewer Venezuelans, thus curtailing nega‐
tive comparisons.

In summary, the research thus far on both migrant
criminalization and intra‐group boundary‐making has
more narrowly focused on south‐north and east‐west
experiences. The Venezuelan displacement phenomenon
in the region offers a vital opportunity to examine both of
these dynamics in a south‐south migration context.

3. Overview

Although previous emigration waves occurred under for‐
mer Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez, the economic,
political, and humanitarian crisis in Venezuela wors‐
ened after his death, as well as with Nicolás Maduro’s
ascension as president. Along with the drop in oil
prices between 2013 and 2016, economic mismanage‐
ment caused “chronic shortages of food, medicine, and
other basic necessities” (Van Praag, 2019), and violence
and organized crime increased (Freier & Parent, 2019).
As the aforementioned situation worsened, Venezuelans
increasingly migrated to survive (Paez & Vivas, 2017),
mostly seeking out work and a steady income for them‐
selves to send remittances to family members back
home (Caritas, 2018). In this context, Colombia and Peru
became the top two destinations in Latin America for
Venezuelan migration. Currently ranked as the country
with the second‐largest share of displaced Venezuelans
in the region, Peru has received more than 1.2 million
migrants as of October 2021 (R4V, 2021).

Aron and Castillo Jara (2020), as well as Freier and
Castillo Jara (2020), have both documented two dis‐
tinct phases in Peru’s policy and political reactions to
Venezuelan displacement. In the first one, the govern‐
ment and the overall population adopted a welcom‐
ing stance. Many middle‐ and upper‐class Peruvians
had a long‐standing relationship with Venezuela as a
safe haven during the country’s internal armed con‐
flict with the Shining Path terrorist group in the 1980s.
Overall, under the short‐lived Pedro Pablo Kuczynski
administration (2016–2018) and through the begin‐
ning of Martín Vizcarra’s assumption of presidential
duties (2018–2020), Venezuelans were welcomed by
both free‐market‐oriented governments with no love
lost for Maduro’s revolutionary socialist and authoritar‐
ian regime (for a brief review of Peru’s tumultuous past
five years see Castedo, 2020; Vergara, 2020).

By 2019, as Peru’s sociopolitical crisis spiked in the
aftermath of corruption scandals, ongoing political grid‐
locks between Vizcarra and the legislative branch, as well
as inter‐party conflicts, the rate of Venezuelan migration
to the country remained unabated. In this highly‐charged
context, media outlets engaged in increasingly sensa‐
tionalist reporting on Venezuelan‐perpetrated crimes
(Freier et al., 2021a). Not limited to newspapers, televi‐
sion programs and social media outlets also contributed

Social Inclusion, 2022, Volume 10, Issue 1, Pages 72–83 74

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


to the criminalization of Venezuelan immigrants and
the dissemination of fake news (Freier et al., 2021a).
The effect on public opinion was stark. Indeed, research
on Venezuelans in Peru in the past four years has shown
that they have been positioned as unworthy, unsavory,
and/or criminal, deeply affecting their integration expe‐
riences (Freier & Pérez, 2021; Pérez & Freier, 2021).

Parallel to criminalization processes by the media
and public, the government shifted its earlier welcom‐
ing stance to implementing increasingly restrictive entry
requirements by mid‐2019 (Freier & Castillo Jara, 2020).
By early March 2020, a global pandemic was declared
and the Peruvian government’s hardened position, rel‐
ative to the presence of its northwestern neighbors,
was highly visible. While the Vizcarra administration
doled out small‐scale bonuses to Peruvian nationals,
Venezuelan residents did not have access to such help,
or to government‐issued humanitarian aid (Freier et al.,
2020). Although it seems that the criminalizing narra‐
tives in the media lost prominence vis‐á‐vis reporting on
Covid‐19 (Freier et al., 2021a), the repercussions of this
criminalization on public opinion continued to be serious.
In early 2021, a representative survey found that most
Peruvians believed that about half of all Venezuelans
were criminals (Freier et al., 2021b). The available statis‐
tics, however, suggest that Venezuelans commit signif‐
icantly fewer crimes than Peruvian nationals, with less
than 0.1% of the Venezuelan population incarcerated in
early 2021 (Freier & Rosales Krumdieck, 2021).

4. Methods

Between 2018 and 2020, we collected both quantitative
and qualitative data via a survey (N = 100), as well as
72 in‐depth, semi‐structured interviews and five focus
groups, which took place in five Peruvian cities with the
largest concentrations of Venezuelanmigrants: Arequipa,
Cusco, Lima, Tacna, and Trujillo. To recruit the study’s par‐
ticipants, we employed snowball sampling, utilizing our
contacts with international aid organizations, NGOs, and
other personal relationships.

Surveys were administered using a tablet, and
applied to both Venezuelan men and women, with pri‐
mary questions centered on basic demographic data,
family work history, experiences with discrimination, and
mental health. Survey results for both men and women
were later tabulated using the STATA statistical software.

Interviews were conducted exclusively with women,
as part of the broader study sought to focus on
their particular experiences with socio‐labor integration.
Interview questions focused on the migration journey,
as well as on overall integration experiences. On aver‐
age, taped interviews lasted 1.5 hours. To contrast
our interview data with women, we also conducted
five focus groups (one in each city) with men, includ‐
ing questions similarly focused on socio‐labor integra‐
tion experiences. Averaging 10 men each, focus groups
lasted approximately two hours. Two facilitators were

present—one to lead the discussion and the other to
observe and take notes (also documenting verbal and
non‐verbal reactions). As with the interviews, focus
groups were taped, transcribed, and analyzed along the
themes/domains noted.

Approved by the Universidad del Pacífico’s ethical
review board, interview and focus group participants
provided their informed consent before data collection.
Finally, to protect our participants’ privacy, we refer here
to subjects as either male or female and share the city
where we met.

5. Results

In this section, we share relevant descriptive data col‐
lected from our survey, interviews, and focus groups.

5.1. Survey Results

Applied to 42 men and 58 women, our survey revealed
descriptive data about our cohort, as well as informa‐
tion about their experiences with differentiated discrim‐
ination, including markers of anxiety and depression
among those surveyed. Venezuelans included in this
study arrived in Peru between 2017 and 2019, with the
majority (78%) doing so in 2018. Participants’ age ranged
between 19 and 64, with an average age of 37. More
than half of the sample wasmarried (64%) and 30%were
single. These characteristics are consistent with the data
collected during the same period by the International
Organization forMigration’s (IOM) displacement tracking
matrix (IOM, 2020). However, recent studies show that
Venezuelans entering Peru are now younger, ranging in
age from 18 to 35 (IOM, 2021). Moreover, our sample
shows that 78% have at least one child and 81% have at
least one child in Peru.

Our cohort is highly educated, with 65% either hav‐
ing been enrolled in a university or having completed a
university degree, and 15%having finished technical edu‐
cation at the time of our encounter. The aforementioned
characteristics are consistent with previous studies (INEI,
2019a). Prior to migrating, participants were employed
in sales, health, and the education sector. Comparatively,
in Peru, participants are mainly employed in the services
and sales sectors, mostly working informally (Sánchez
et al., 2020).

We also found that Venezuelans experienced vary‐
ing degrees of discrimination and exploitation in their
socio‐labor integration process in Peru. Indeed, 71%
of our cohort reported nationality‐based discrimination.
As shown by Freier and Pérez (2021, p. 120), the expe‐
rience of discrimination also varied according to partic‐
ipants’ age. Relatedly, our survey showed that younger
participants, specifically those under 35 years of age,
were more exposed to discrimination in comparison to
their older counterparts (78 vs. 63% respectively).

Discrimination, while a key experience for both gen‐
ders, is a gendered experience: More women (77%)
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reported being discriminated against in comparison to
men (61%). Additionally, gender‐based discrimination
wasmentioned by 16%ofwomen (Table 1).Women’s dis‐
crimination is expressed as hyper‐sexualization and sex‐
ual harassment (Freier & Pérez, 2021; Pérez & Ugarte,
2021). Moreover, women are also discriminated against
in relation to their age (Pérez & Freier, 2021).

Finally, our data show that both men and women
have experienced anxiety and depression throughout
their integration in Peru, although themarkers are higher
for women regarding depression (Bird et al., 2020).

In summary, Venezuelans in Peru constitute a highly
educated, yet vulnerable group. As “migrants of despair,”
their socio‐labor integration experiences are deeply
shaped by the country’s high levels of informality (70%
to be exact; see INEI, 2019a; Koechlin et al., 2019), social
inequality, and discrimination based on ethnicity, geog‐
raphy, and gender markers (Beltrán et al., 2021; Díaz
et al., 2021; Galarza, 2012; INEI, 2019b; Manky, 2021).

5.2. Interviews and Focus Groups

Freier and Pérez (2021) show how immigrants’ dis‐
crimination experiences vary depending on whether it
occurs in public spaces or the workplace. We found that
Venezuelan men and women experience discrimination
in public spaces and on their jobs, though, for both,
instances of discrimination in theworkplace aremore fre‐
quently reported (Table 2).

The subject of criminalization arose during the inter‐
views and focus groups as the main aspect of nationality‐
based discrimination. According to the qualitative data,
33% of women and 43% of men shared experiences of
being criminalized for being Venezuelan. Interestingly,
most of the participants that shared experiences of dis‐

crimination and criminalization in the workspace are
employed in the service, sales, and health sectors.
Table 3 presents the main types of discrimination iden‐
tified in the interviews and focus groups.

6. Discussion

This section responds to the two questions posed at
the outset of this article: How do Venezuelan migrants
in Peru approach their criminalization? What are the
socioeconomic and political conditions that have has‐
tened migrants’ responses?

6.1. Active Opposition to Criminalization

Venezuelans in Peru have been discriminated against and
rejected in different spaces, both in public and in the
workplace, and criminalized based on xenophobic char‐
acterizations as unsavory, thieves, prostitutes, and/or
murderers (Freier & Pérez, 2021; Pérez & Freier, 2021).
Venezuelans respond to this criminalization in different
ways, two of which we discuss here. First, they may
choose to disregard and simply not engage with the dis‐
crimination in their daily lives, actively focusing on work
and getting ahead. Second, we find specific instances
whereby immigrants employ satirical and ironical pos‐
tures. An overriding attitude is that Peruvians reject
them out of their own ignorance.We argue that both the
mindful decision to flout the rejections, aswell as the use
of humor as a shield, serve as coping tools.

6.1.1. No Time to Engage

During the focus group session in Lima and chiming in on
the discussion of how different compatriots experience,

Table 1. Type of discrimination experienced by gender (quantitative data).

Nationality‐based Xenophobia Discrimination by gender Discrimination by age

Women 77% 16% 4%
Men 61% 2% 0%
Source: Freier and Pérez (2021).

Table 2. Spaces of discrimination by gender (qualitative data).

Workplace Public spaces Other

Women 57% 33% 10%
Men 60% 31% 9%
Source: Freier and Pérez (2021).

Table 3. Type of discrimination by gender (qualitative data).

By nationality Criminalization By race By gender Sexualization

Women (interviews) 85% 33% 3% 39% 32%
Men (focus groups) 60% 43% 9% 0% 0%
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and make sense of, discrimination, one man mentioned:
“We arrive here to get ahead; we don’t come to stag‐
nate, to say Peruvians do such and such to me.” His
advice to the othermen—his particular approach tomov‐
ing forward—was to remember that the only reason for
being in Peru was to seek work and a steady income for
themselves and their family members back home.

Likewise, one woman interviewed in Lima made the
following comment:

If they knew that, while they are saying “if she
does this, or doesn’t do it,” I occupy my mind in
my free time…if they could understand that I don’t
care….I only care about doingmywork and that I have
not come here to take away anyone’s work….I don’t
have the time, truthfully, to think about that.

Finally, and in direct response to instances of gendered
discrimination, another woman interviewed in Lima
shared her posture relative to the hyper‐sexualization
and criminalization of her female compatriots:

I stay silent. [They say] that Venezuelans take
away husbands, that Venezuelans are prostitutes,
that Venezuelans come to sell their bodies. I am
Venezuelan, but I have neither prostitutedmyself nor
have I come to sell my body. So, why am I going to
defend myself? Why am I going to defend someone
that, first, I do not know, and, second, I do not know
the situation they are going through? It may…be
[true] that their husbands left them for Venezuelans.
So, I’d rather keep quiet. I think I get further [ahead]
by staying quiet than by engaging in a situation that
doesn’t make any sense in the long run….Spoiling
your day, it’s not worth it.

In the three cases shared, we find that Venezuelan men
and women’s decision to disregard discriminatory and
criminalizing remarks constitutes a vital coping mecha‐
nism, as theirmain objective—as “migrants of despair”—
is to work and get ahead. The first and second com‐
ments emphasize the unwillingness to entertain such
denunciations; one must focus on surviving and sending
remittances back home. The third comment, in response
to the devaluation and criminalization of Venezuelan
women, steers clear of the accusation, disengaging and
proceeding unobtrusively.

6.1.2. The Joke’s on You!

Conversationswith Venezuelans also provide evidence of
how they ridicule their detractors, particularly through
satirical and ironical postures, in a context in which the
political tide has turned against them.

During the focus group session in Tacna, we dis‐
cussed a gruesome murder that was highly sensation‐
alized in the Peruvian press, whereby a Venezuelan
and two Peruvians quartered their victims. To illustrate

how such incidents are hyperbolized, one of the focus
group participants shared an anecdote about a conver‐
sation on the matter with his landlord and the latter’s
exchangeswith other Venezuelan tenants. In his account,
the landlord accused Venezuelans of being “vicious mur‐
derers.” Our focus group participant shared how another
Venezuelan tenant brought up—as in rebuttal to the
landlord’s accusation—that a Peruvian man had recently
murdered his wife, chopped up her corpse, and ate it.
The landlord relativized the national example, saying
it was an unimportant aberration, unrepresentative of
Peruvians. Commenting on his response to the landlord’s
position, the focus group participant shared the follow‐
ing dialogue:

But Mr. Claudio [the landlord]—How can you talk
like that, Mr. Claudio? You know, it’s still death,
we are talking about killing people….How can you
be so cold‐blooded to kill, cut her up, cut—to cut,
you grab a steak…you eat it. [The landlord replies:]
No…but those are crazy people from Puno, the jun‐
gle, those crazy people. But you…you come from far
away to kill people here [the group laughs]. Then
I said, “Mr. Claudio, good night.” My wife wanted
to get into it with him and I said, “let’s go because
these people….What can one discuss here? One can‐
not discuss.”

In the focus group session in Cusco, a slender male beau‐
tician also referred to the quartering incident and pro‐
vided an evenmore directly satirical response to his crim‐
inalization. He said:

Look, not long ago, I had an experience….I had
another place…and the landlady threw me out
because, she said, “you know what? You are a des‐
cuartizador [ripper]”What?? Look atme!! [The group
laughs] Look at me, look at how they mock, they
see me as a faggot, whatever, but a descuarti‐
zador…me?? Please!!

The above‐noted interactions reveal a few points about
the use of satire by displaced Venezuelans. The example
used to rebut the landlord’s claims of Venezuelan crim‐
inality was intended to expose Peruvian ignorance and
savagery. The manner in which the participant told the
story suggested that he and his compatriots used the bar‐
barous case of the man who ate his wife as a way to
scorn their landlord. The explosion of laughter and the
ridicule of this scene by the men in the focus group, par‐
ticularly in response to the landlord’s phrase “You…you
come from far away to kill people here,” which displayed
a posture of moral high ground, revealed the irony in the
landlord’s comments as he could not admit the atroc‐
ity of the crime described, and even “otherized” fellow
Peruvians. Likewise for the beautician, his self‐mockery
sought to underscore his landlady’s histrionics, thus cast‐
ing Peruvians as both preposterous and ignorant for
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criminalizing Venezuelans. With these reactions, partici‐
pants seem to be saying ironically, “the joke’s onwhom?”

In summary, we find that Venezuelans cope with
their criminalization by forging ahead and ignoring the
negativity through work and stamina, on the one hand,
while also ridiculing and/or satirizing their detractors
through humor and/or irony, on the other.

6.2. Intra‐Group Boundary‐Making and “Othering”

Focus groups and interviews also reveal that Venezuelans
create boundaries among themselves as a national
group. In this section, we address two forms of intra‐
group distinction. First, interviews revealed how differ‐
ences are established between “good” immigrants—non‐
criminal, educated, and worthy—and those who are not.
Second, participants’ testimonies revealed an expressed
fear of the “other.”

6.2.1. Us vs. Them

Overall, the results from the interviews and focus
groups depict how Venezuelans differentiated them‐
selves from their compatriots based on perceptions
of criminality, which were assessed regarding linguis‐
tic style, educational level, work ethic, and choice of
employment. During the focus group session in Cusco,
a man poignantly discussed distinction‐making practices
between those who are considered criminal and those
who are not:

I don’t know whether it is a cultural question, but
we have learned to have intuition—We look at one
another, we listen a little to how [they] speak and we
say, “this is a tuki [delinquent] or this bug [this thing,
this guy] is a choro [delinquent].”

Similarly, one lady interviewed in Trujillo observed:

Unfortunately, there are those compatriots who have
come here to commit a crime; they have come to try
and sully our true name.We areworking people, edu‐
cated people.

Another woman in Tacna told us:

Yes, it also happens that many young women…like to
live the easy life, and then they think that, because
one leaves the country, one comes here to do the
same. So, it is like they globalize [generalize] every‐
thing, all that, and they think that we are all like that.

Interestingly, the three cases shared distinguish between
law‐abiding, hard‐working people and those who fall
outside of that particular bracket. In the first comment,
the honest Venezuelan is pitted against the criminal
counterpart—a distinction that is mostly assessed via
people’s linguistic style. The second testimony reaffirms

the decency of some Venezuelans, as opposed to their
delinquent compatriots, via claims centered on educa‐
tion level and work ethic. The last comment makes a
criminalizing inference to prostitution—an activity of
which Venezuelan women in Peru have been repeatedly
accused (Pérez & Freier, 2021; Pérez & Ugarte, 2021).
As in the other cases, this posture marks the “decent”
from the “improper.”

Participants also commented on their compatriots’
incivility, vulgarity, and/or ignorance, further contribut‐
ing to their construction as “others.” During the focus
group session in Tacna, a gentleman observed:

There are people who suddenly come from
Venezuela….I don’t know if it’s because of their
youth…the lack of education, what happened in
Venezuela….You see a guy talking and you say, “this
guy is lost.” How are you going to say here that they
[Peruvians] are a cave [pack of] of indios [indigenous
people]?

Likewise, in an interview with a woman in Lima, she
revealed:

You get on a bus and hear two young Venezuelan
women talking and sometimes even I feel embar‐
rassed for them. Because, first, they speak very tough;
second, they use dirty language…that the Peruvian is
not accustomed to. For example, for us to say arrecho
or arrechero means that you’re upset. For them
[Peruvians], it has a more sexual meaning [horny].
So, then, if you know that the term is offensive, don’t
say it. Or if you’re going to say it, say itmore discreetly.

In both cases, we see a class‐based distinction in terms
of linguistic styles and manners, asserting that some
Venezuelans create image problems for those who are
trying to integrate successfully. Moreover, we find a
vindication of the host society as one that should
be respected.

6.2.2. The Frightening “Other”

Beyond creating boundaries among compatriots, we
have found evidence that intra‐group distinctionsmay be
based on different manifestations of fear. For example,
in an interview with a woman in Tacna, the participant
noted instances of competition and confrontation with
other Venezuelans living in Peru:

Even your own people, because sometimes you come
to find that your worst enemy here, once you emi‐
grate, is a Venezuelan….There is confrontation when
you are selling something: “You cannot share the
space with me.”

In contrast to the distinctions made among Venezuelans
about those who are “good” immigrants, and those who
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are not, the aforementioned quote conveys not only dif‐
ferentiation but a sense of rivalry as well, suggesting a
fear of the “other” as an impediment to carving out a
proper space to work.

Relatedly, an interviewed woman in Cusco also
expressed fear of the political baggage that is brought to
Peru by former soldiers and/or government sympathiz‐
ers on the run from their past deeds. More specifically,
she told us:

Some had committed common crimes, homicide, kid‐
napping, robbery; others had been fleeing…human
rights crimes, that is, they had repressed protests,
and so on. And they had lost the support of their supe‐
riors….So, they are fleeing from Venezuela, from all
these crimes that had occurred.

This woman’s testimony suggests a fear of political ten‐
sions and/or retributions among Venezuelans in a con‐
text in which both supporters and dissenters of the
Maduro regime have fled the country, and are living
among each other in Peru in precarious circumstances.

6.3. Triggers for Intra‐Group Boundary‐Making

As the broader literature on this subject showcases,
migrants create intra‐group boundaries as the pro‐
cesses and experiences of immigration change over
time: the composition of incoming groups becomes
more heterogeneous, and second‐generation migrants
integrate into host societies (Petintseva, 2015; Schiff,
2021). However, our findings suggest that Venezuelan
migrants in Peru began to differentiate among them‐
selves around mid‐2019. More specifically, boundary‐
making practices occurred within the same genera‐
tion and between migrants who arrived in similar time
frames. This also coincidedwith the Peruvian state’s shift
toward increased securitization, including, among other
things, a cessation of the automatic issuance of tem‐
porary resident status (permiso temporal de permanen‐
cia) to Venezuelans in June 2019. Instead, Venezuelans
required passports for entry into the country. Obtaining
the latter was nearly impossible to achieve, consider‐
ing the state of Venezuela’s bureaucracy, as well as the
requisite time and resources that obtaining a valid pass‐
port would imply. Thus, we found a growing group of
migrants with irregular migratory status and who have
become more vulnerable (poorer, less educated) over
time (Freier et al., 2019). In addition, during this period,
media sensationalism flourished in Peru, with state‐
ments from public officials, including then‐President
Martin Vizcarra, which helped to create a spectacle of
Venezuelan criminality (Freier & Castillo Jara, 2020).

This public and media sensationalism around
Venezuelan criminality has occurred against the back‐
drop of a 70% labor informality rate—one of the high‐
est in the region—as well as poor access to, and qual‐
ity of, public services (Beltrán et al., 2021; Cueto, 2021;

Guadalupe, 2021; Yamada&Montero, 2020). As we have
noted, Venezuelans have largely flowed to work in the
informal sector in a context in which they compete for
workwith both Peruvians and fellow compatriots. On the
one hand, they might satirize Peruvians who discrimi‐
nate against them, while distinguishing themselves from
their compatriots who represent economic competition
and/or who may further erode their already precarious
positions, on the other.

In her description of newly heightened experiences
of discrimination and competition for jobs, one woman
interviewed in Cusco commented:

Since when I arrived [it is]…the first time…that I have
been unemployed for so long…not even when I first
arrived. Because when I first arrived…it was not dif‐
ficult for me to get a job, even up to three jobs!
Imagine! I had two jobs….Not right now…and I feel
that it is for the same…thing…because…in every
country there are bad people…so I feel [about the
things other Venezuelans have done in Lima], the bad
things…that kind of spreads, you know?

Another woman interviewed in Lima expressed her fear
about Venezuelans’ socioeconomic and political vulner‐
ability. Here, she underscored her active opposition to
being criminalized and differentiated herself from other
Venezuelans:

I avoid…being in groupswheremany Venezuelans are
acting up….Here, for example, you cannot afford an ill‐
ness, right? Ok, if you got sick, fine, but you can’t go
around looking to get attacked on the street for some‐
thing silly, for something you could have avoided.
Here, if you get sick, they throw you out and you lose
your job. So you can’t afford a lot of things. So, it’s
better…to stay out of a lot of situations.

By mid‐2019, Peru experienced its own political crisis
due to corruption scandals and persistent inequality,
which led to the country’s about‐face on work permit
policies and increasing media sensationalism surround‐
ing Venezuelan displacement. As a result, the country’s
initial welcoming stance toward Venezuelan migrants
shifted to increased securitization measures, which, as
the prior pages suggest, intensified this group’s marginal‐
ization and scapegoating. This context may explain why
Venezuelanswho arrived before the aforementioned pol‐
icy change used satire and intra‐group boundary‐making
as coping mechanisms to counter their criminalization,
specifically differentiating themselves from later‐arriving
compatriots.

7. Conclusion

In the context of Venezuela’s economic, humanitarian,
and political crisis, and complicated by Peru’s sociopo‐
litical insecurity, securitization policies, growing migrant
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vulnerability, and documented criminalization (Freier
& Pérez, 2021; Pérez & Freier, 2021), we find that
Venezuelans confront this situation using both satire and
intra‐group boundary‐making. Overall, we have argued
that displaced Venezuelans’ use of these coping mech‐
anisms has intensified alongside increasing criminaliza‐
tion in the media and socio‐political discourses, as well
as more precarious levels of socio‐economic integration.
In this regard, we have documented how Venezuelans
underscore their value while differentiating themselves
from later‐arriving compatriots.

This case study contributes to the literature on
migrants’ responses to criminalization and intra‐group
relations in the Global South, which constitutes an under‐
studied phenomenon. The information gathered on spe‐
cific coping mechanisms, as well as on the sociopolitical
context that has hastened these responses, may inform
social policy interventions that seek to address xeno‐
phobia while exposing the state’s generalized negligence
on social protections. At the same time, our research
raises questions about the complexity and ramifications
of existing social‐racial hierarchies in the host country,
as well as of migrants’ own race and class conceptual‐
izations, in a context of south‐south migration. Looking
ahead, future research on south‐south migration might
consider how immigrants’ integration and/or adaptation
strategies serve to change, maintain or enhance host
societies’ existing social inequalities.
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