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Preface

In a world shaped by constant transformation and global interconnectedness, design emerges as 

a bridge between people, places, and ideas. Cumulus Monterrey 2024: Design Across Borders – 

United in Creativity invited the international design community to reflect on the profound potential 

of design to transcend cultural, geographic, and disciplinary boundaries, uniting us in the shared 

pursuit of innovation, inclusion, and positive change.

This edition of the Cumulus Proceedings gathers contributions that respond to urgent questions: 

How can design foster empathy and intercultural understanding? In what ways does it become 

a catalyst for social transformation in a complex, globalized world? Can design truly become a 

universal language—and what are the challenges in achieving that ideal?

The richness of perspectives represented in these proceedings speaks to the global nature of the 

Cumulus network. Authors, researchers, educators, and practitioners from across continents have 

come together to share insights, experiences, and provocations within four thematic tracks:

•	 Design for Change explores design’s role in social innovation, sustainability, equity, and the 

circular economy—highlighting projects that place co-creation and inclusion at their core.

•	 Speculative Futures ventures into emerging territories shaped by technology, artificial 

intelligence, and immersive experiences, imagining the future of creative practice.

•	 Education in Art and Design focuses on pedagogical innovation, interdisciplinarity, and the 

challenges and opportunities of digital transformation in global learning environments.

•	 Translocality brings critical attention to issues of migration, decolonization, and the Global 

South, recognizing the importance of diverse voices and perspectives in shaping a more 

equitable world through design.

Together, these contributions reflect a collective commitment to harnessing creativity as a force 

that transcends barriers—linguistic, political, cultural—and brings people together around shared 

values and visions.

We are proud to present this volume as a testament to the power of design to imagine, inspire, and 

unite. May it serve not only as a record of this important moment in time but also as a spark for 

continued dialogue, collaboration, and transformation in the global design community.
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Design Across Borders: United in Creativity 

Lorenzo Imbesi

Full Professor, Sapienza University of Rome

President, Cumulus Association

The Cumulus Monterrey 2024 Conference marked a timely and vital moment in the global 

conversation about the role of design in shaping a better world. Hosted at the prestigious design 

institutions of Tecnológico de Monterrey and Universidad de Monterrey (UDEM), the international 

gathering has been further enhanced by the unique Monterrey’s rich heritage and cultural 

identity, contributing to a thriving ecosystem of creative exchange for scholars, researchers, and 

practitioners across various design disciplines. 

The central theme of the conference, “Design Across Borders: United in Creativity,” provided 

an inspiring gateway for exploring how design holds the possibility to transcend geographical, 

cultural, and disciplinary boundaries. In particular, the conference was framed by four imperative 

trajectories: “Design for Change,” investigating how design practices can drive social innovation 

and sustainable development; “Design Futures,” exploring the interplay between technology and 

creativity, immersive experiences, virtual realities, and the implications of artificial intelligence; 

“Education in Art and Design,” investigating pedagogical approaches in the field; and “Translocality,” 

addressing complex issues of migration, decolonisation, and North-South dynamics. Themes 

highlight the broad scope of contemporary artistic and design pursuits. 
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At the heart of the conference was a shared recognition that design can be a dynamic force for 

empathetic understanding and intercultural dialogue. Through a rich program of keynote lectures, 

panel discussions, workshops, exhibitions, and informal exchanges, the international community 

demonstrated determination to work collaboratively across geographical and cultural divides, 

confirming the foundational premises of the conference: that creativity knows no boundaries, and 

through design, we can forge connections that transcend the limitations of space, time, and cultural 

difference. In an era of unprecedented global challenges, from climate change to technological 

acceleration, from cultural conflicts to social inequities, designing without boundaries means 

identifying areas of commonality, intersection, and convergence, highlighting them in ways that 

resonate with and reflect the spirit of our transborder region. As traditional confines between 

nations, disciplines, and cultural contexts become increasingly permeable, the design community 

must find itself uniquely equipped to harness this fluidity. Rather than resisting uncertainty, design 

must embrace it, transforming constraints into opportunities for innovative problem-solving and 

cross-cultural exchange. 

The proceedings collected in this edition offer an extensive variety of perspectives on the ideas and 

projects discussed at the event. They include case studies, speculative work, educational reflections, 

and practical strategies, all pointing to the evolving role of design to shape societal interactions, 

encouraging intercultural dialogue, and building a more harmonious and interconnected world. 

However, these proceedings capture only a portion of the energy and insight shared during the 

conference, with the remaining impact continuing to reverberate through ongoing collaborations 

and dialogues within our global community. 

As we move forward, the conversations from Cumulus Monterrey 2024 remind us that creativity 

thrives not in isolation, but in community. And in a time marked by division and uncertainty, design, 

when practiced with care and intention, can truly serve as a bridge. One that brings us together to 

learn, to act, and to imagine a positive change.
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ARCHEOLOGY IN TRANSIT
José Rodrigo de la O Campos a, Pier Paolo Peruccio b

a TEC Monterrey (Mexico)   
b TEC Monterrey (Mexico), Politecnico di Torino (Italy)

ABSTRACT | The paper outlines the research methodology and initial results of the exhibition 
“Arqueología en Tránsito” opened in Tijuana (Mexico) and San Diego (USA) during two Design 
Weeks (Tijuana on May 4-5, 2024 and San Diego on September 19-25, respectively). The project 
employed a collaborative design research strategy involving researchers from Tecnológico de 
Monterrey across various Mexican territories, from Chiapas to Chihuahua, to collect and analyze 
artifacts reflecting migrant experience.

“Archaeology is the only way to access the present,” philosopher Giorgio Agamben writes at the 
beginning of his essay “Creazione e anarchia” (Agamben, 2017). Grounded in these premises, 
the research and the exhibition emphasized the analytical exploration of the relationship 
between individuals and artifacts as an essential framework for examining the complexities of 
contemporary migration. 

The methodology was centered around generative and co-creative workshops, where 
participants selected and scrutinized artifacts based on designated criteria. The selected 
artifacts, which included everyday items such as modified plastic bottles alongside more 
symbolic objects, transformed from mere silent witnesses into central figures in a narrative 
that vividly portrays the profound human stories intertwined with issues of migration and 
borders.  The exhibition served as a reflective platform to consider the dynamics of current 
global borders, highlighting the paradox whereby the construction of more barriers coincides 
with increased migrations and conflicts. It invited attendees to delve deeper into understanding 
the objects silently accompanying migrants on their journeys. In addition, this project suggests 
that the archaeological study of objects can enhance the design process by offering insights 
into the potential impacts of functional objects. Through “Arqueología en Tránsito,” the project 
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provided valuable insights into the complex interplay between human lives and the objects 
that are both part of and witness to these life-changing experiences, enriching the dialogue on 
migration, cultural heritage, and human resilience. Furthermore, the exhibition underscored the 
transformative power of design and research in fostering greater empathy and awareness about 
global societal challenges. 

KEYWORDS | OBJECTS, HUMANS, BEHAVIORAL CHANGE, 
COLLABORATIVE DESIGN RESEARCH, MIGRANT EXPERIENCE, 
GENERATIVE DESIGN WORKSHOPS, ARCHAEOLOGICAL RELEVANCE 
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Introduction 
 

Mexico is experiencing a significant shift in 
its migration landscape, transitioning from 
being primarily a country of emigration to 
one facing substantial internal migration 
flows. The country is now receiving an 
increasing number of migrants who transit 
through and settle within its territory, 
along with a rise in the arrival of asylum 
seekers and refugees. Despite the growing 
importance of migration, Mexico lacks a 
comprehensive and coordinated policy to 
effectively integrate newcomers, leading 
to potential social cohesion issues and 
increasing the vulnerability of migrants 
(Sánchez-Montijano & Ortega, 2022). 

Migration patterns between Mexico and the 
United States have undergone significant 
transformations in recent years, driven 
by a confluence of economic, social, and 
policy factors. These changes have notably 
affected migration flows’ demographics, 
volume, and nature. The demographic 
profile of Mexican migrants has diversified, 
with a noticeable increase in the number of 
women and older individuals participating 

in migration. Additionally, the geographic 
origins of migrants have expanded, now 
including previously considered stable states 
(E. Valdez et al., 2015; R. Sáenz, 2015). The 
migration of women and children from 
Mexico and Latin America to the United States 
has been a significant phenomenon in recent 
years. This movement is driven by various 
factors, including economic opportunities, 
family reunification, and the need to escape 
violence or persecution. Understanding 
the trends and patterns of this migration is 
crucial for developing effective policies and 
support systems. Men primarily migrate for 
employment opportunities, while women 
are motivated by both family reunification 
and economic reasons. Notably, daughters 
exhibit a high propensity to migrate for 
work, paralleling their male counterparts. 
The increase in the number of women and 
children migrating from Mexico and Central 
America to the United States can often be 
attributed to structural vulnerabilities and 
traumatic experiences (E. Valdez et al., 2015; 
G. Valdéz-Gardea, 2009; Marcela Cerrutti & 
D. Massey, 2001). The migration dynamics 
in Mexico have evolved significantly, with 
the country increasingly becoming a transit 
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route for migrants from Central and South 
America heading to the United States. 
Various socioeconomic and political factors, 
including violence, economic opportunities, 
and immigration enforcement policies, drive 
this shift. As a result, Mexico has become 
a crucial transit country for migrants from 
Central America, particularly from the 
Northern Triangle (El Salvador, Guatemala, 
and Honduras), who are fleeing violence and 
seeking better economic opportunities in the 
United States. However, the journey through 
Mexico is fraught with significant violence and 
exploitation. Migrants often face organized 
crime and human rights abuses, exacerbating 
their already precarious situation. Particularly 
vulnerable are migrants, especially children, 
who encounter severe humanitarian 
challenges during their transit through 
Mexico. These challenges include exposure to 
violence, exploitation, and inadequate access 
to healthcare (Benjamin J. Roth et al., 2020; 
F. M. Flores, 2020; L. Pries et al., 2023; Laura 
Naranjo et al., 2023; W. Vogt, 2013). 

Tijuana, a city on Mexico’s northern border, 
has emerged as a significant hub for migrants, 
particularly those aiming to enter the United 
States. Various factors have shaped this 
role, including legal frameworks, economic 
opportunities, and the city’s strategic location. 
Notably, Tijuana’s position as an industrial 
center and its location on migration routes 
from Central and South America to the U.S. 
attract both internal and international migrants 
(J. Hennebry et al., 2018; M. Marchand & 
Adriana Sletza Ortega Ramírez, 2019). 

The city’s export-processing areas create a 
complex interaction between local and global 
labor markets, reinforcing its status as a 
migration hub. Many migrants initially arrive 
in Tijuana with the intention of crossing into 
the United States. However, due to various 
obstacles, they often settle temporarily, which 
can become permanent as they find work and 
other commitments in the city—additionally, 
deported Mexican men in Tijuana experience 
a state of “permanent temporality,” navigating 
their lives in a borderscape that mediates 
their mobility and emotional wellbeing. This 
phenomenon underscores the complex 
social and emotional dimensions of migration 
in Tijuana, highlighting the multifaceted 
challenges migrants face in this critical border 
city (Renato de Almeida Arao Galhardi, 2022).  

As designers, educators, and researchers, it 
is essential to understand complex situations 
deeply through a design perspective. The 
migration phenomena should no longer be 
perceived merely as a constant emergency 
to manage. Instead, it must be approached 
as a multidisciplinary, interconnected, and 
complex issue. Addressing migration requires 
implementing a systemic approach, which 
allows for a comprehensive understanding of 
its various dimensions and interdependencies. 
This exhibition emphasizes the importance of 
a holistic and strategic perspective in dealing 
with migration. Specifically, product design 
plays a crucial role in shaping the relationship 
between objects and society by creating 
artifacts that reflect human life’s cultural, 
emotional, and functional aspects. These 
artifacts act as boundary objects, bridging 
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knowledge gaps and fostering emotional 
and identity connections. By learning from 
long-lasting artifacts for sustainability, 
understanding the mutual influence between 
products and societal change, and using 
previous products as carriers of engineering 
knowledge, product design underscores its 
multifaceted role in creating meaningful and 
sustainable connections between objects 
and society. Design artifacts promote shared 
representation, transform design knowledge, 
mobilize for action, and legitimize design 
expertise, highlighting the importance of 
design in our daily lives (D. Orth et al., 2018; 
G. Mark et al., 2007; L. Bucciarelli, 2002; S. 
Walker, 2006). The intersection of design and 
anthropology provides a unique perspective 
to understand contemporary living conditions, 
particularly for migrants. By examining 
material cultures and relational paradigms, 
researchers can gain deeper insights into 
the lived experiences of migrants, including 
their challenges and adaptive strategies. 
This interdisciplinary approach is crucial for 
uncovering the complex realities of migrant 
lives and their socio-economic integration. It 
enhances our understanding of contemporary 
living conditions and offers practical tools to 
support migrants’ journeys (D. Schultheiss et 
al., 2011; P. Basu & S. Coleman, 2008). 

With the specific issue of migrations, it is 
a good start to see what objects are left 
behind from these activities. The objects that 
migrants leave behind in inhospitable areas 
while crossing the border, such as in Sonora, 
provide us with a deeper understanding 
of their situation in various ways. Firstly, 

these objects reflect the bodily techniques 
and repeated experiences migrants have 
developed to face the dangers of crossing. 
For example, the visible wear on shoes, 
bloodstained socks, and sweat-stained 
clothing can offer intimate details about the 
hardships of the crossing process, evidencing 
their daily suffering (De León, 2013).  

This research was genuinely inspired by Jason 
De León’s work by identifying the water bottle 
as an agent of change: De León argues that 
the water bottle emerges as a crucial change 
agent in the migrant experience, particularly 
in the context of crossing the Sonoran Desert. 
It is essential for survival, as the lack of water 
is a leading cause of migrationrelated injuries 
and deaths, primarily due to hyperthermia. 
The bottle provides hydration and symbolizes 
resilience and adaptation in the face of harsh 
desert conditions and border surveillance. 
Additionally, water bottles have been modified 
to attempt to evade Border Patrol detection.  

Migrants have adopted black plastic gallon 
bottles, which are less recognizable from 
a distance. This adaptation illustrates how 
an everyday object can become a tool of 
deception, highlighting the creativity and 
ingenuity of migrants using their material 
culture to avoid detection. Over time, 
changes in the design and use of these 
bottles reflect the socio-economic and 
political conditions migrants face. For 
example, before 2009, many bottles were 
clear plastic, making them more detectable. 
The shift to camouflaged bottles indicates a 
response to increased border security. 
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Furthermore, some companies have 
capitalized on the preference for black 
bottles among migrants. After 2009, certain 
companies began producing black plastic 
gallon bottles, reflecting a technological 
shift in response to migrant necessities. 
Migrants perceive these dark bottles as a 
tactical advantage for avoiding detection, 
although this assumption does not always 
hold up against the surveillance technology 
used by authorities. In addition, the year 
2009 emerged as a significant chronological 
marker for archaeologists, distinguishing 
a clear shift in bottle color from white to 
black. This change is particularly noteworthy 
as it illustrates the dynamic relationship 
between supply and demand; the necessity 
for adaptation prompted a response from 
the market, which accommodated to this 
new demand. Finally, the repeated use and 
recontextualization of the water bottle by 
migrants reveal patterns of suffering and 
vulnerability. Dependence on these objects 
while navigating a hostile environment 
normalizes the experience of migration, which 
is fraught with constant risks. 

In summary, the water bottle symbolizes the 
struggle for life and resilience in a context of 
violation and oppression, playing a central role 
in the experiences and hardships of migrants 
attempting to cross the border (De León, 
2012). Understanding the complexities of 
artifacts and their relationship with people and 
culture is essential for design scholars. This 
knowledge aids in creating designs that are not 
only functional but also culturally relevant and 

meaningful. The water bottle example by De 
León serves as an excellent case study for this 
research. We also recognize that the outcome 
of this research should be an exhibition. 
Research like this, disseminated through 
public exhibitions, can engage participants in 
community conversations and elicit thoughtful, 
in-depth responses. Collaboration between 
academic researchers, curators, and designers 
is crucial in presenting academic research in an 
engaging and visually appealing way in physical 
exhibitions (Alyssa Tang & I. Nakarada-Kordic, 
2022; Anda Boluža, 2023) 
 
Methodology 

The School of Architecture, Art, and Design 
(EAAD) at Tecnológico de Monterrey holds 
a unique position compared to other 
institutions due to its presence on 19 
campuses nationwide (ITESM, 2024). This 
provides a significant opportunity to conduct 
research incorporating diverse perspectives, 
localities, and scopes to understand migration 
through the artifacts left behind by migrants.  

Criteria 

To effectively identify, evaluate, and align the 
criteria for this study, we needed to efficiently 
involve various design researchers, faculty 
members, and other stakeholders. 

Given the impracticality of gathering all 
participants in a physical space, we faced 
the challenge of engaging faculty members 
in a time-effective manner. We needed to 
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involve them quickly, allowing them to work 
independently while producing high-quality 
content. The first challenge was to align how 
all participants analyze the objects through 
specific criteria. Aligning research criteria 
and analysis is crucial in design research 
and archaeology, especially when analyzing 
artifacts. This alignment ensures that the 
methodologies used are appropriate for the 
research questions and hypotheses, leading 
to more reliable and valid conclusions 
(Hoadley, 2004). 

The first criterion was to analyze the 
relevance between fabrication and use. 
Understanding the intersection of design and 
manufacturing enables design scholars to 
create designs that are not only innovative 
but also feasible and efficient to produce 
(Fillingim et al., 2020; Pradel et al., 2018). By 
applying this criterion, we excluded informal 
and handcrafted artifacts that might present 
attractive individual solutions but fall outside 
the scope of this research. 

The second criterion analyzed how 
emotionally charged the objects were, as this 
can create a significant emotional connection 
with their users (D’Souza et al., 2010). 

The third criterion considered the product’s 
impact on behavioral change among 
individuals, industries and institutions. 
Understanding objects as agents of behavioral 
change allows designers to integrate key 
insights from behavior change theory into the 
traditional design process (Cash et al., 2017). 

Finally, the last criterion analyzed the 
archaeological relevance, which was 
necessary to understand this particular 
situation’s contemporary narratives. The 
water bottle served as an excellent example 
for understanding more objects that would 
build this exhibition research, assuring that 
our design researchers could find similar, 
impactful artifacts: 

1.	 Fabrication and Use: Water bottles are 
essential for migrants, serving as practical 
objects designed to help them survive in 
a hostile environment. They are crucial 
for providing the necessary hydration 
to combat hyperthermia in the desert, 
effectively keeping people alive. 

2.	 Emotionally Charged Objects: For 
migrants, water bottles symbolize the 
struggle for survival and the experiences 
endured during a dangerous journey. 
These objects become touchpoints 
connecting to the personal narratives of 
those attempting to cross the border, 
evoking emotions of hope and despair. 

3.	 Agents of Behavioral Change: Migrants’ 
selection and use of water bottles influence 
their behavior and interactions with their 
environment. Migrants understand that 
using dark-colored water bottles might 
help them avoid detection by border 
authorities, representing a shift in their 
survival strategies despite potential health 
consequences. And the bottle has also has 
an impact on the local area by causing a 
behavioral change in some entrepreneurs 
who have been starting to produce the 
bottle using the color black since 2009. 
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4.	 Archaeological Relevance: Water bottles, 
commonly found at migrant stations, 
allow for studying the use and evolution 
of border-crossing practices over the 
years. Analyzing the “use” of these bottles 
highlights patterns reflecting migrants’ 
suffering and experiences, providing 
valuable insights into the historical and 
contemporary narratives of migration. 

As we can see, water bottles not only fulfill 
practical functions but are also intrinsically 
linked to migrants’ emotional narratives and 
the changes they provoke in their behaviors 
and surroundings. This multifaceted 
understanding is crucial for design scholars 
aiming to create culturally resonant and 
impactful designs. 

Co-Creative Workshops 

Having established criteria, we needed 
to design a way to bring all interested 
participants together for collaboration. We 
decided that remote co-creation workshops 
were the most cost-effective method. 
Utilizing platforms like MIRO and Zoom, 
these workshops effectively united diverse 
stakeholders to align criteria, workflows, and 
quality standards in archaeological analysis. 
They offered increased flexibility, reduced 
costs, and high levels of engagement and 
interactivity (A. Boone et al., 2023). 

We designed the co-creative activities in two 
workshops. The first workshop focused on 
brainstorming, where participants identified 
artifacts in their localities related to migrants. 

Early brainstorming sessions are valuable for 
initiating archaeological research, especially 
involving many participants (Runa M. Korde & 
P. Paulus, 2017; T. Connolly et al., 1993). Each 
participant then used MIRO boards to analyze 
the artifacts, focusing on fabrication and use, 
archaeological relevance, emotional impact, 
and their role as agents of behavioral change. 
The session concluded with presentations and 
feedback from the group. 

Following the brainstorming session, 
participants conducted self-managed research 
using ethnographic interviews, news articles, 
and academic papers to validate their ideas. 
Integrating evidence from these sources 
is essential for generating comprehensive 
insights. Academic papers provide rigorous, 
peer-reviewed data; news articles offer timely 
and broad coverage; and ethnographic 
interviews deliver deep, contextual 
understanding. By combining these sources, 
researchers can achieve a more balanced and 
thorough perspective, enhancing the reliability 
and depth of their findings (Michael K. Martin 
et al., 2013; Simon Cottle, 2007). This validation 
process took about two weeks. The second 
workshop was then held to present the results 
and select the most exciting artifacts identified 
by participants. Invitations to the online co-
creative workshops were distributed through 
the design department chairs in each region, 
resulting in about 15 participants. 

One challenge we faced was that some 
participants needed help understanding 
the importance of the constraints of the 
criteria, often disregarding the manufacturing 
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criterion and bringing artifacts that were more anecdotal than empirical. These anecdotal 
artifacts were not selected as participants could not find further evidence of their importance. 
Another challenge was commitment. Some participants who attended the first session did not 
participate in the second one; if they did, they needed to work more on validating their findings. 
While commitment issues may go beyond our methodology, group research activities must 
combine group and individual participation and validate findings through ethnographic research, 
academic papers, or news articles. Nevertheless, after this exercise, we collected many artifacts 
that provided valuable insights into the migrant situation in Mexico. 
 
The Exhibition 

The objects selected for the Tijuana Design Week 2024 were clustered for the exhibition 
curatorship according to 5 macro areas, representative of the changes in behavior that occurred 
at the company, migrant, user, and designer levels (figure 1).  

 

Figure 1. Exhibition Arqueología en Tránsito at CECUT, Tijuana, May 2024 
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Figure 2. Exhibition Arqueología en Tránsito at CECUT, Tijuana, May 2024
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Figure 3. Exhibition Arqueología en Tránsito at CECUT, Tijuana, May 2024 
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Figure 4. Exhibition Arqueología en Tránsito at CECUT, Tijuana, May 2024
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Figure 5. Exhibition Arqueología en Tránsito at CECUT, Tijuana, May 2024 
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Figure 6. Exhibition Arqueología en Tránsito at CECUT, Tijuana, May 2024
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1) The first section is “Tools”. The tools 
migrants use are vital to their journey 
toward the border area. These tools include 
a wide range of resources and equipment 
that enable them to overcome obstacles and 
navigate unknown territories safely. Among 
them, we find ropes, which serve as anchors 
and support while crossing rugged terrains, 
ensuring a safer passage. Colored bracelets 
identify migrants, encoding important 
information such as their place of origin, 
health status, and those who have paid a fee 
to cross. Modes of transportation, such as 
trains, buses, planes, and trucks, are another 
crucial element, allowing migrants to cover 
long distances efficiently and economically. 
Shoes are a fundamental item, often 
overlooked but extremely important, as they 
provide protection and support during long 
walks on variable terrains, including paved 
roads, rugged trails, or arid deserts. The 
objects included here are as follows:  
 
Polypropylene Hollow Braided Rope:  

The rope is a historical object whose use 
has persisted across various cultures 
since prehistoric times. It is an instrument 
employed in many fields, including 
construction, navigation, sports, and 
recreation. In the absence of safe mobility 
options, undocumented migrants seek 
irregular migration routes to reach U.S. 
territory. Often, these routes are well-known 
by smuggling groups, coyotes, or organized 
crime bands, who, in exchange for large 
sums of money, promise to help migrants 

cross through “weak” points of the border 
with less surveillance or seemingly lower 
risk. However, any situation endangers 
their integrity. The Mexico-U.S. border 
has become the “most dangerous” land 
migration route in the world, according to 
the United Nations (UN), with a significant 
number of deaths due to drowning. Ropes 
have become a commonly used tool among 
these smuggling groups, who use them as a 
safety measure to face the currents of the 
Rio Grande and to help groups of migrants 
cross into U.S. territory. 

Location: Piedras Negras and Ciudad Juarez. 
Identified by: Zara Alexandra González 
Aguirre, Director of ESC Entry and Director of 
the LDI Program, Campus León. 

Camouflaged Shoes 

The shoes worn by migrants along their 
journey between Mexico and the United 
States are emblematic of the migration 
experience, representing one of this 
journey’s most significant and symbolic 
objects. These shoes can be considered part 
of the “tools” category for migrants, playing 
an instrumental and functional role in the 
migration process and being indispensable 
for reaching the desired destination. 
The footprints left on the soles and the 
evident wear are tangible testimony of the 
challenges, efforts, and sufferings people 
face during their journey. These marks not 
only tell individual stories but also represent 
a tangible symbol of the collective struggles 
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and shared experiences of migrants on their 
path to a new life. Some models of footwear 
used by migrants are modified to minimize 
the footprint left on the ground during their 
journey. These shoes are characterized by 
having additional layers of material, such 
as carpet or other soft fabrics, applied 
underneath the sole. This measure plays a 
crucial role in optimizing the effectiveness 
of such footwear in masking footprints. In 
the desert context, where even a minimal 
footprint can attract the attention of 
authorities or individuals monitoring the 
border, these additional layers can enable a 
more discreet crossing and avoid detection. 

Location: Sonoran Desert. 
Identified by: Pier Paolo Peruccio, Visiting 
Professor at the School of Architecture, Art, 
and Design, Campus Mexico City.

Bracelets 

Plastic wristbands commonly used for 
identification and control at events, concerts, 
and hospitals emerge in the migration 
context as a perverse strategy to mark 
and categorize people who, unfortunately, 
traverse territories governed by cartels. 
These bracelets, often brightly colored and 
inscribed with the words “deliveries” and 
“arrivals,” indicate that the wearer has paid 
their “ticket” to access areas controlled 
by coyotes and clandestine networks, 
allowing them to continue their journey. 
For migrants, they represent an “amulet” or 
“code” that provides some security against 
robbery, kidnapping, or even death. Each 

bracelet carries an emotional and significant 
information load: it reveals personal stories 
names, has been in contact with the wearer’s 
skin, indicates how much they paid and 
consequently their status, where they have 
walked, and who the traffickers involved are. 
The cost of these “protection” bracelets 
ranges from 300 to 700 dollars, a sum 
that goes directly into the pockets of the 
cartels that plan these operations. These 
sophisticated and structured criminal 
organizations have created a “business 
model” that ruthlessly profits from the 
dignity of vulnerable human beings 
desperately seeking a better life. 

Location: Banks of the Rio Grande, U.S.-
Mexico border. 
Identified by: Edgar Ludert, Regional Director 
of Art and Design, Campus Sonora Norte. 

2) The second area of investigation is 
“Evolving Needs.”  The “Evolving Needs” 
section aims to highlight the ongoing 
changes in the profile of immigrants. Until 
about ten years ago, the migration flow 
across the United States-Mexico border 
was mainly composed of young single men 
from rural areas, especially from Mexico. 
The migration landscape has changed 
considerably: families, often with children, 
are the primary migrants crossing the 
border. Even the objects left behind or 
forgotten by migrants reflect this new 
identity: alongside backpacks and caps, we 
now see baby slings for carrying infants 
during the journey, document holders for 
the family, or simply stuffed animals. These 
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are now the essential accessories of the 
journey. Here we have the following items 
selected for the exhibition: 
 
Fular 

The northern regions of Central America, 
Mexico, Haiti, and Venezuela host one of the 
largest and most complex child migrant crises 
in the world. Currently, the largest group of 
child and adolescent migrants consists of 
those under 11 years old, representing up to 
91% of displaced children. Some flee violence, 
political persecution, and extreme poverty, 
compounded by political conflicts, climatic 
phenomena, and the chronic dysfunction of 
state institutions. Others leave accompanied 
by their parents seeking more significant 
opportunities and a better future for their 
children or wanting to reunite with family 
abroad. Additionally, it is essential to note 
that many women in transit give birth along 
the way, although there are no exact figures. 
The physical risks along these irregular routes 
are innumerable, especially for children. 
Parents traveling with their infants use the 
full as a means of transportation to provide 
warmth and containment and ensure infants’ 
care and integrity in migration situations.  
“This year in Latin America and the Caribbean, 
a record number of children in transit on the 
main migration routes has been reached. 
Even more worrying is that the majority 
group of child migrants is made up of those 
under 11 years old,” said Garry Conille, 
Regional Director of UNICEF for Latin America 
and the Caribbean. 

Location: Migrant Caravans from Honduras, 
Haiti, Guatemala, and Mexico. 
Identified by: Zara Alexandra González 
Aguirre, Director of ESC Entry and Director of 
the LDI Program, Campus León. 

Document Holder Bag

Identity and health documents, along with 
family photographs, are more than just 
papers for migrants; they are symbols 
of resistance and humanity in contexts 
where fundamental rights are denied. 
These artifacts carry the narratives of 
their lives, roots, and hopes, revealing 
stories of struggle and connection with 
often distant loved ones. Each document 
affirms identity and existence, demanding 
recognition and respect from the institutions 
responsible for protecting migrants. These 
emotional objects act as tools of modern 
archaeology, allowing the discovery and 
retelling of hidden narratives of resistance 
through the ages. Essentially, documents 
and photographs are living testimonies of 
human dignity, challenging perceptions and 
social dynamics and fostering change toward 
greater understanding and protection of 
migrants in our contemporary world. 

Location: Querétaro, Querétaro. 
Identified by: Rebeca Torres Castañedo, 
Professor at the School of Architecture, Art, 
and Design, Campus Querétaro. 
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Plush Toy

Historically, plush toys have been companions 
for children in various contexts; in the case of 
migration, they become valuable companions. 
They vary depending on personal taste and are 
mostly simple and industrially manufactured, 
although some can be crafted or handmade 
by their families. Their primary purpose is play, 
but they often become more than that. They 
should be light, soft, and preferably small to 
be carried throughout the journey, as there is 
only space for the essentials during the trip. In 
many cases, they are also used as pillows and 
comfort objects, showing a strong connection 
between the children and their families during 
migration. These objects are laden with 
stories and emotions that remind children 
they are loved. They are gifts from parents or 
grandparents that become friends and loyal 
companions, even helping children feel brave 
and protected when separated from their 
families. In other cases, plush toys are given to 
children in migrant shelters or refugee centers 
to lighten the emotional burden of the journey. 
They have also been used in campaigns and 
protests, symbolizing the innocence and rights 
stripped from children when separated from 
their families.

Plush toys represent the significant change 
in migration trends. Initially, migrants were 
single men who had left their families 
searching for a better future for them. Later, 
couples migrated, and then pregnant women 
migrated. Currently, whole families are 
migrating with small children.

Location: Monterrey, Nuevo León. 
Identified by: Griselda Esthela Oyervides 
Ramírez, Assistant Professor, Department of 
Design, Tec de Monterrey, Campus Monterrey. 

3) The third is the “Functional” section. 
It focuses on practical and functional 
tools that facilitate migrants’ journeys in 
all aspects. Among these, the cell phone 
stands out as an essential travel companion 
for migrants: the device offers a wide 
range of crucial functionalities during 
the journey, enabling quick and reliable 
communications with family and friends and 
access to vital information such as maps 
and other services. In addition to digital 
maps, migrants also carry physical maps, 
which are more reliable because they are 
consistently functional, independent of 
phone infrastructure, and provide valuable 
information about essential services, such 
as the location of shelters, food and water 
distribution points, and safe resting areas. 
Blankets and other accessories to protect 
against cold or adverse weather conditions 
are also essential for facing problematic 
conditions along the migration route. These 
devices can make the difference between 
the success and failure of a journey, 
especially considering the long distances 
and environmental challenges that migrants 
must face on their way. The following items 
were selected in this section: 
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Maps - Directories of Migrant
Houses and Shelters

The directories of houses and shelters for 
migrants represent a practical resource 
and tool for people in mobility situations. 
Through these, migrants can learn about 
migratory routes and the various shelters 
providing humanitarian aid. It is common for 
these resources also to contain accessible 
information about their human rights, 
serving as a valuable resource for their 
safety and the people they travel with, 
offering them certainty about the dimension 
and complexity of this dangerous journey. 
Maps are a primary tool for documenting 
the real needs and challenges of the human 
mobility context in Mexico; upon reaching 
a shelter, people in mobility contexts can 
attest to their needs, challenges along the 
way, and crimes they were victims of. These 
maps contribute to civil society organizations 
communicating the reality of the context to 
other migrants and organizations.

Material and Manufacturing Process: Digital 
Printing on Couché Paper, Bond, or similar. 
Location: Mexico City, Mexico; Tequisquiapan, 
Querétaro; Tapachula, Chiapas (most houses/
shelters have this material). 
Identified by: Rebeca Torres Castanedo, 
Professor at the School of Architecture, Art, 
and Design, Campus Querétaro.

Tilma Blanket

In various shelters in Mexico City and other 
regions of the country, blankets are widely 
distributed to migrants, becoming an 
essential and common item among them. 
This textile, characterized by its softness to 
the touch, offers refuge against the cold, 
providing a sense of warmth and tranquility 
to those who often face adverse conditions. 
The design of these blankets generally 
features a grid graphic in various scales and 
colors, adding an element of visual diversity 
that breaks the monotony and reflects the 
cultural variety of the users. Besides serving 
as a personal cover, these textiles have a 
multifunctional use within the shelters; for 
example, they are used as insulators in tents, 
offering additional protection against the 
cold ground. This versatile use of blankets 
not only improves the temporary living 
conditions of migrants but also provides 
small yet significant comfort in their arduous 
journey, demonstrating how a simple object 
can profoundly impact the daily lives of 
people in vulnerable situations.

Material and Manufacturing Process:
30% Cotton, 30% Polyester, 30% Acrylic,
10% Various.
Location: Migrant camps in major city 
centers (Mexico City). 
Identified by: Gerardo Sandoval Osio, Full 
Professor, Campus Mexico City.
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Cell Phone / Smartphone 

Cell phones have transformed the way 
migrants travel. Thanks to technology, the 
migratory journey seems more manageable 
and more achievable. Digital maps and real-
time location allow them to find directions 
and follow routes without getting lost. 
Instant messaging and internet access 
provide communication channels with 
smugglers and coyotes who offer their 
services for border crossing through social 
media posts, somewhat professionalizing 
these human trafficking services. On the 
other hand, cell phones allow migrants to 
keep in touch with their families occasionally 
and have photographs of their loved ones. 
These objects strongly speak of human 
connections; a cell phone in today’s culture 
is an extension of the person, carrying 
significant information and the intimacies 
and stories of the owner. In this sense, 
it functions as a double-edged sword: 
providing security through contact with 
loved ones while increasing the chances of 
being located, leaving a trace of their crime 
when crossing the border.

Material and Manufacturing Process: 
Cell phones are manufactured through 
various industrial processes and assembled 
in manufacturing cells. Regardless of the 
brand, modern cell phones are made from a 
wide variety of materials, such as aluminum, 
copper, plastic, cobalt, tungsten, silver, 
neodymium, gold, indium, and palladium. 

Location: Monterrey, NL. 
Identified by: Griselda Esthela Oyervides 
Ramírez, Assistant Professor, Department of 
Design, Tec de Monterrey, Campus Monterrey.

4) The “Emotional” section delves into the 
most emotional dimension of the migratory 
journey. It examines how particular personal 
objects gain significant importance on the 
emotional level for migrants. These objects 
range from family photographs to religious 
items such as the Bible or a rosary and even 
include identity objects like the flag of the 
country of origin or a hat of a specific color. 
The portfolio stands out among this range 
of objects, undergoing a transformation 
in its function during the journey. From 
simply a container for money, it becomes 
an organizer for images or other elements 
of symbolic personal value. The objects 
included here are as follows:  
 
Phillies Cap

In daily life, caps are helpful for outdoor 
activities. In the migrant context, caps offer 
protection against the sun and rain and 
serve as a representative object for a person 
in a state of mobility. White caps are the 
most characteristic because their color helps 
reflect sunlight and prevents the head’s 
temperature from rising. Additionally, this 
color symbolizes peaceful transit; in contrast, 
dark or black caps are associated with 
criminal groups. Strong bonds form between 
groups traveling together throughout the 
journey. They rest in the same shelters, eat 
together, take care of each other, and often 
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only cross once everyone is ready. In the 
case of the Phillies, the cap goes beyond its 
purpose of sun protection; it symbolizes the 
union of a group in a state of mobility. 
Additionally, it serves as a place to write 
down phone numbers or other personal 
information so that in case of death, this 
information can help identify the body and 
locate their relatives. “It was more of a gift 
to distinguish ourselves from each other,” 
adds Elmer Josué Rivera, a native of Santa 
Bárbara. “They saw that we got along very 
well and gave them to us.”

Material and Manufacturing Process: 
Personal accessories made from common 
materials such as synthetic fabrics, cotton, 
polyester, plastic, and embroidered brands 
that are predominant in our visual culture. 
Their practical and functional purpose is 
mainly to protect the head from the sun, 
offer shade to the eyes, and protect the 
face from rain and sweat. They can also be 
used as a form of personal expression or 
style. Manufacturing a cap involves several 
steps, including material selection, cutting, 
assembling, sewing, and finishing. 
Location: This object was identified in a 
migrant caravan from Honduras to Mexico. 
Among the sea of people, 18 men and 2 
women stand out, all wearing the same cap: 
the Phillies of Philadelphia. These are the 
Phillies of Honduras, or the Red Cap group, 
friends who met during the journey and now 
want to arrive and live together in the United 
States. (https://www.plazapublica.com.gt/
content/personajes-de-la-caravana-migrante-
los-phillies-de-honduras)
 

Identified by: Zara Alexandra González 
Aguirre, Director of ESC Entry and Director of 
the LDI Program, Campus León.

Wallet 

Wallets, commonly used by migrants, function 
as essential objects for storing money and 
important documents such as IDs and 
photographs, prayers, and personal mementos. 
These objects are foldable and have multiple 
compartments that facilitate access and 
organization of their contents, making them 
portable guardians of personal stories and 
symbolic values. In the migratory context, 
wallets acquire a more profound meaning by 
transforming into “containers” of migrants’ 
identity and memory. These objects not only 
hold items of economic value but also carry 
significant emotional weight, being repositories 
of the ties and memories of loved ones left 
behind. The variety in their designs, from 
dark leathers to colorful embroidered fabrics, 
reflects the diversity of their owners and their 
cultures, contrasting visibly with the personal 
images and saint cards they protect, evidencing 
their faith and hopes. Laura M. Holson relates 
a relevant anecdote in The New York Times, 
where Tom Kiefer, a janitor at the Customs and 
Border Protection Office in Arizona, discovered 
numerous discarded wallets in 2012, still with 
intact IDs and credit cards. “It was so cruel. They 
were safe with me, but it didn’t seem right that 
a janitor could find these things. They should 
be secure,” Kiefer commented. This story 
highlights the vulnerability of migrants and the 
importance of these objects as links to their 
identity and dignity. 
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Material and Manufacturing Process: 
Wallets, traditionally made from tanned leather 
in black or brown colors, have evolved in 
design since the late 20th century, diversifying 
into materials such as PVC and embroidered 
fabric and enriched with a variety of colors 
and designs since the 1980s, following the 
introduction of Velcro closures in the 1970s. 
Location: The Border Patrol finds these items 
as confiscated items and takes them to the 
Customs and Border Protection Office, where 
they are cataloged, stored, and discarded. 
Identified and Reconstructed by: 
Luis Arturo Gil Islas, M.A. Professor and 
Coordinator of Transversal Concentration 
in Design, Innovation, and Technological 
Entrepreneurship, Campus Estado de México. 

Scapular 

Scapulars, more than simple garments or 
accessories, are symbols deeply rooted 
in Catholic religious tradition. Initially, 
scapulars manifested devotion, representing 
the yoke of Christ, and were worn by 
monks and nuns as part of their religious 
habit. However, in the hands of Norma, 
a Honduran migrant sheltered in an 
association in Chiapas, they acquire a new 
dimension of meaning and transformation 
in the migration context. These scapulars, 
acquired by Norma and her daughter before 
embarking on their dangerous journey to the 
United States, represent their faith and their 
search for divine protection in a journey 
filled with uncertainty and danger. As they 
face the journey’s challenges, the scapulars 
become emotional anchors, reminding them 

of their connection to faith and their desire 
for safety for themselves and their daughter. 
As they progress, the scapulars acquire new 
layers of meaning, transforming from simple 
devotional objects into potent symbols of 
hope and resilience amid adversity. They 
are silent witnesses to their determination 
and maternal love, providing comfort and 
strength in the most challenging moments of 
the journey. In this sense, Norma’s scapulars 
illustrate how traditional religious objects 
can adapt and acquire new meanings in 
the migration context, serving as sources 
of comfort, protection, and hope for those 
facing extraordinary challenges in their 
quest for a better life.

Location: Chiapas, at the Hospitality and 
Solidarity A.C. shelter. 
Identified by: Zita Carolina González Guzmán, 
Full-Time Professor, Campus Guadalajara.

5) Finally, the “kit” section represents a set 
of essential food products, ranging from 
tortillas to rice beans and nutritional bars 
and water, designed to face the migratory 
journey. These kits are primarily conceived 
and produced for humanitarian purposes by 
people who care for migrants, such as “Las 
Patronas,” and by humanitarian associations 
and organizations. Besides food, the kit 
includes sanitary towels, specific medications 
for menstrual pain, and personal hygiene 
products. These elements are a significant 
indicator of the evolving migrant profile, with 
increasing attention to the female gender. 
Including specific products for female needs 
indicates greater awareness and sensitivity 
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to the challenges and requirements of 
women migrants. This highlights a shift in 
how society and humanitarian organizations 
address and understand the complexities 
of the migratory phenomenon, recognizing 
the importance of considering gender as a 
significant factor in providing assistance and 
support to migrants during their journey. 
The items shown in this section are:

Migrant Kit 

The migrant kit includes wet wipes, a roll-on 
deodorant, a razor, a 500 ml water bottle, a 
small sunscreen, a sizeable black-handled 
bag, a small toy if the recipient is a child, and 
a map of migrant houses, shelters, and food 
kitchens along the main migration routes 
in Mexico. To avoid theft, these items are 
provided inside a conventional, unmarked 
plastic bag to migrants passing through Casa 
del Migrante Galilea in León, Gto. Migrant 
kits provide people in mobility situations with 
essential items to meet their basic needs, 
even for a short time. Addressing needs 
such as food, hygiene, and medical care 
helps preserve people’s dignity regarding 
mobility, including a toy for children that 
explicitly targets their emotional well-being 
and helps mitigate the psychological impact 
of migration. The specific contents of migrant 
kits can vary depending on the context, 
migration routes, and the particular needs of 
people in mobility situations. 

Location: Human Mobility Center Casa Del 
Migrante Galilea, A.C. in León, Gto. 

Identified by: Zara Alexandra González 
Aguirre, Director of ESC Entry and Director of 
the LDI Program, Campus León. 

Food and Water Bags for Direct Aid on 
Train Tracks 

Thousands of people in human mobility 
contexts use freight train cars to cross 
Mexico. Known as “La Bestia” or “The 
Death Train,” migrants are exposed to 
high temperatures, without water or food 
reserves, organized crime, and security 
guards patrolling the trains. The train, 
connected to Mexico’s railway network, often 
passes through different communities where 
many residents, primarily laypeople, live 
their faith radically by providing food, water, 
and personal hygiene items to migrants 
traveling on the freight train.

In Tequisquiapan, Querétaro, a family-
formed civil organization, has dedicated 
over 20 years to assisting people in mobility 
contexts. Each day, they provide direct and 
immediate humanitarian aid to an average 
of 400 migrants. This organization is mainly 
sustained by donations and is known among 
migrants for the bread and cakes often 
included in the food bags. It is common 
to hear migrants shouting, “Thank you, 
mother,” as the train passes. 

Location: Estancia del Migrante González y 
Martínez, A.C. Tequisquiapan, Querétaro. 
Identified by: Rebeca Torres Castanedo, 
Professor at the School of Architecture, Art, 
and Design, Campus Querétaro.
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UNHCR Kit

Menstruation during mobility poses a 
significant challenge for women and 
adolescents. UNHCR, known for its work 
with asylum seekers and refugees, provides 
self-care kits that are not conditional on 
refugee status. These kits include essential 
items such as sanitary pads, laundry soap, 
diapers, and multipurpose soap, which 
are crucial for personal hygiene and well-
being. In Mexico, some civil organizations 
complement these kits with emergency pills, 
addressing the gender-based violence faced 
by women in mobility. During an interview, 
the experience of a teenager who had her 
first menstruation in transit was highlighted. 
Access to this kit allowed her mother to 
explain the changes in her body, making 
the experience less traumatic. This support 
addresses immediate needs and dignifies 
women and girls in migration contexts, 
recognizing their specific challenges from 
a gender perspective. The kits, funded by 
civil society, not only provide essential items 
such as food and water but also emphasize 
the complexity of gender needs in migration 
and humanitarian aid efforts, underscoring 
the importance of hygiene and ongoing care 
in the lives of migrant women.

Location: Estancia del Migrante González y 
Martínez, A.C. Tequisquiapan, Querétaro. 
Identified by: Rebeca Torres Castanedo, 
Professor at the School of Architecture, Art, 
and Design, Campus Querétaro. 
 

Conclusion:

“Arqueología en Tránsito” provides a window 
into the human stories behind each artifact, 
inviting deep reflection on migration and its 
inherent challenges . Through these objects, 
visitors gain insights into the complexities of 
migratory experiences and the indomitable 
hope of those seeking new lives far from home. 
The exhibition underscores the transformative 
power of design and research in fostering 
empathy and awareness about global societal 
challenges. From an academic perspective, this 
project illustrates that archaeological analysis 
of objects can significantly contribute to the 
design process by providing a foresight into 
the potential impacts of functional items. For 
designers, it is crucial to consider not only 
usability but also the emotional resonance of a 
product to enhance the overall user experience 
(Demir et al., 2009). 

There are more than 80 borders worldwide, 
most erected in the past two decades. 
Despite this, increased barriers correlate 
with heightened migration and conflict. 
The exhibited objects, representing human 
suffering and resilience, underscore the 
deep-rooted human instinct for creating 
boundaries, tracing back to Jericho’s earliest 
known barriers from 12,000 years ago. 
Barrier, wall, fence, and fortification indicate 
a physical infrastructure or natural element 
(like the Mediterranean) separating two or 
more sides. They can all evoke a range of 
ideas, including separation and terror. After 
the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001, 
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and especially in the last two to three years, 
they seem to be playing a central role again 
around the world.

The theme of the exhibition is, therefore, 
very relevant. Once silent witnesses, 
objects speak to us of human suffering 
and become protagonists of a diverse 
migration narrative. Moreover, the subject 
and research methodology can be easily 
replicated in other geographical contexts 
with partners such as local universities 
and non-profit organizations working 
with migrants. Based on the behavioral 
changes provoked by objects, we envision 
replicating this investigation methodology 
in locations currently central to migration 
flows, such as southern Italy, a primary 
destination for migrants from Africa heading 
to northern Europe. The scalability of 
the research and the potential design of 
an exhibition to present the findings will 
need to be evaluated on a case-by-case 
basis with local partners. Furthermore, 
this approach underscores the research’s 
universal relevance and adaptability, 
making it a powerful tool for understanding 
migration dynamics in different regions. 
By collaborating with local entities, we 
can ensure that the exhibitions resonate 
with each area’s specific experiences and 
contexts, thereby enriching the overall 
narrative and impact. This strategy not only 
enhances our comprehension of migration 
but also fosters a more nuanced and 
empathetic dialogue about the experiences 
of migrants worldwide.

1 The exhibition was part of Tijuana Design Week which was held from the 

1st to the 5th of May at CECUT in the City of Tijuana. Attended by design 

professionals and students, primarily from the San Diego-Tijuana region and 

bilingual in Spanish and English, it also attracted design enthusiasts and users 

from the same region, mainly from the middle class, as well as the general 

public and casual visitors, including organic visitors to showrooms, tourists, and 

attendees of CECUT and its surroundings. The event, held in over 40 venues, 

featured more than 300 designers and drew an estimated 8,000 attendees 

over the 5 days. This included 3,796 participants via the WHOVA app and 

approximately 3,400 visitors to showrooms, with 60-100 attendees per day 

(Tijuana Design Week, 2024). The exhibition also served as a reflective platform 

to consider contemporary border dynamics. It gained recognition within the 

local design community and was featured by the San Diego Local Press (Aere, 

2024). Furthermore, the exhibition was opened in San Diego in September 2024 

as part of San Diego Design Week, following an invitation from the board of the 

World Design Capital. Additionally, the School of Architecture, Art and Design 

at Tec de Monterrey is working on book on the exhibition, which will include a 

catalogue of the objects and detail the research methodology employed.
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