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1 Introduction

The US migrant busing phenomenon began in April 2022 when Texas governor Greg Abbott sent the first group of migrants to Washington, DC. Around thirty individuals from Colombia, Cuba, Venezuela, and Nicaragua arrived in the city on April 13, 2022, on buses funded by Texas taxpayer dollars. This initiative was a response to the Biden administration’s announcement that it would terminate Title 42, a pandemic-era health order enabling quick expulsions of asylum seekers. The practice later expanded as governors from Arizona and Florida also began sending migrants to sanctuary cities across various states, often without informing the destination communities, culminating in what is now known as the US migrant busing crisis. Prior to this, physically moving migrants to create a political spectacle was not a common occurrence in US politics.

Since then, the busing phenomenon has been widely discussed in the media and the US public sphere from people on both sides of the political spectrum. “Governor Abbott’s continued use of migrants as political pawns is not only chaotic and inhumane, but makes clear he puts politics over people,” observed NYC mayor Adams, whose city experienced the arrival of bused migrants (Moritz 2024). A sentiment shared by President Biden himself, “Instead of working with us on solutions, Republicans are playing politics with human beings, using them as props” (Nazzaro 2024). On the Republican side, there were others like Rep. Elise Stefanik, a member of the New York Young Republican Club and a potential Trump running mate who embraced busing, “I blame sanctuary cities, and I blame Joe Biden’s border policies. . . . It is Joe Biden’s border crisis that he created on day one. And I stand with Governor Abbott, and the people stand with Governor Abbott to secure the border” (Facciola 2024).

Martínez-Beltrán (2024) noted that Texas had spent over $148 million busing 102,000 migrants to Democratic jurisdictions like New York, Chicago, Denver, Philadelphia, Los Angeles, and Washington, DC, since the busing initiative started. Arizona, meanwhile, under Democratic governor Katie Hobbs’s leadership, had spent $5.7 million transporting 26,513 asylum seekers since her taking office in January (Duda 2023), while her Republican predecessor Doug Ducey had bused 3,000 migrants with a total state price tag of $7 million by the time he left office (AP News 2023).

Florida governor Ron DeSantis contributed to this effort as well by orchestrating migrant flights to Democratic jurisdictions, starting with the flights to Martha’s Vineyard on September 14, 2022, which cost his state $1.5 million. Further, in 2023, the Florida legislature set aside $12 million to search for migrants in border areas and to transport them to Democratic cities (Cimini and Goñi-Lessan 2024).

What started out as Texas governor Abbott’s response to the pandemic ruling, Title 42, soon became a predominantly Republican tactic to highlight immigration as a key issue in the national narrative, given that Republicans are perceived as doing a better job at handling immigration than Democrats, a perception backed by Petrocik’s (1996) issue ownership theory. Governors Abbott and DeSantis sought to do this during the 2022 election season when Democrats were leading in the polls due to the overturning of Roe v. Wade and the discussions happening about the school shooting in Uvalde. Barragán (2022) refers to this tactic in a Texas Tribune story, “In one way, Abbott and DeSantis are following a familiar playbook: Find ways to put immigration front and center in election season to take advantage of populist backlash.” And this continued as a strategy for Republican governors well into the 2024 presidential campaign cycle. A key criticism of this strategy is the use of human beings as political pawns rather than mere rhetoric in relation to migrants. He cites Texas A&M professor, Jennifer Mercieca, a political rhetoric scholar, who perceives the act of physically moving migrants to a political opponent’s jurisdiction as akin to “reification,” a rhetorical tactic which is characterized by people being treated as physical objects whose feelings don’t matter. Mercieca says of busing, “There’s no concern in the plan for the migrants and their well-being and their welfare . . . It’s, ‘how can I use these migrants to score a political point against my opponent?’” (Barragán 2022).

The busing idea is not entirely new. Haberman and Bender (2022) reported that in the fall of 2018, President Trump had proposed transporting undocumented immigrants, particularly those deemed criminals, to sanctuary cities. This idea, which had been brewing for months, was brought up in a call to Kirstjen Nielsen, who was the homeland security secretary at that time. Though this plan did not proceed due to legal concerns, by 2022, this was made a reality by the three Republican governors, Abbott, Ducey, and DeSantis, who implemented a similar strategy, busing and flying thousands of migrants to Democratic-leaning areas like Washington, DC, New York City, and Martha’s Vineyard.

However, the idea of busing itself goes further back in time. Taylor (2020) writes about the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) initiating the “Journey of Reconciliation” in 1947, to highlight racial segregation in Southern public transportation. Though only moderately successful, this effort paved the way for the 1961 Freedom Rides, organized by CORE’s national director, James Farmer. These comprised Blacks and whites riding buses together through the segregated South in 1961. The Freedom Rides aimed to enforce the US Supreme Court rulings from Boynton v. Virginia and Morgan v. Virginia, which deemed segregation in interstate travel unconstitutional. Taking place during the Civil Rights movement, these rides significantly challenged segregation in the Jim Crow South and changed interstate travel in America. However, to challenge the very idea of the Freedom Rides, pro-segregation groups in the South started to organize Reverse Freedom Rides in 1962.

The John F. Kennedy Presidential Library in Boston has drawn a comparison between the modern-day migrant busing crisis (which includes Florida governor Ron DeSantis’s program of flying migrants out of Texas) and the Reverse Freedom Rides. During those rides, southern White Citizens Councils handed one-way tickets and deceitfully persuaded hundreds of Black Americans to move north with false promises of jobs, housing, and a better life in liberal states (Carbonaro 2022).

The Reverse Freedom Rides parallels to current day busing are clear in Emanuel’s (2022) report citing Amis Guthridge, a lawyer from Arkansas who helped spearhead the Reverse Freedom Rides, 


For many years, certain politicians, educators and certain religious leaders have used the white people of the South as a whipping boy, to put it mildly, to further their own ends and their political campaigns . . . We’re going to find out if people like Ted Kennedy . . . and the Kennedys, all of them, really do have an interest in the Negro people, really do have a love for the Negro.



This rhetoric is very similar to the language used by the likes of Governors Abbott, DeSantis, and Ducey about busing. As evidenced in Barragán’s (2022b) reporting, 


Abbott has called the Democratic mayors of those cities “hypocrites” for not being able to deal with the migrants Texas sends their way, which he emphasizes are a fraction of the number that enter Texas on a daily basis . . . “Mayor Adams said that they welcome in illegal immigrants,” Abbott told Fox News in August. “And now, once they have to deal with the reality of it, they’re suddenly flummoxed, and they cannot handle it.”



This kind of “us versus them” rhetoric is emblematic of a bigger trend in US politics, which centers upon culture wars. Stanton (2021) writes of sociologist James Davison Hunter’s work on culture wars thirty years back in his famous book titled, “Culture Wars: The Struggle to Define America.” He aimed to highlight the culture wars dynamic, hoping it would help America recognize the ongoing conflict over specific issues like abortion rights, gay marriage, civil rights, and gun control and potentially alleviate some of the tensions he observed emerging within the two partisan groups in American society—the Democrats and the Republicans. Stanton (2021) observes however that, “30 years later, Hunter sees America as having doubled down on the ‘war’ part—with the culture wars expanding from issues of religion and family culture to take over politics almost totally, creating a dangerous sense of winner-take-all conflict over the future of the country.”

While the 1990s and the first decade of the 2000s stressed upon culture war issues like abortion, gay marriage, civil rights, and gun control, the landscape shifted over the last few years with new culture war issues entering the picture, namely, issues focusing on anti-transgender policies; “woke”-ness; diversity, equity, and inclusion programs; critical race theory and immigration (Alfonseca 2024). Immigration as a culture war issue started to gain traction with the advent of Donald J. Trump, particularly. Prior to that, Congress had nearly passed a bipartisan immigration bill in 2013. Following Barack Obama’s re-election in 2012, the Republican National Committee conducted an “autopsy” (Altschuler 2021), recognizing the evolving racial and ethnic makeup of the electorate and advised the GOP to conduct comprehensive immigration reform, without which it felt the appeal of Republicanism would continue to shrink to its core “White male” constituency only (Altschuler 2021). The focus changed a couple of years later when Trump announced his candidacy on June 16, 2015, running on a nativist platform. He promised to build a wall on the US-Mexican border and make Mexico pay for it (Keith 2019). That intensified the Republican Party’s renewed foray into nativism and immigration-centric culture wars.

His nativism centered policies have become even more prominent in his second term. President Donald J. Trump has moved swiftly to fulfill his campaign pledge to prioritize immigration reform and has undertaken tough steps such as intensifying efforts to arrest or deport noncitizens, pressuring states and local governments to help with immigration enforcement, adding restrictions on access to humanitarian relief programs, and tightening control of the southern border. Through a series of executive orders, policy directives, and related actions, the administration is making significant changes to US immigration policy and practice, pushing the boundaries of executive authority (Trump Administration Executive Orders- Refugee Council USA, 2025).

Trump is probably one of the most nativist candidates in US history. Anbinder (2019) writes of Trump that he claims to have no prejudice against immigrants, often stating his two marriages to immigrant women. However, he depicts immigrants, particularly Latinos, as threats or invaders, even calling them “animals.” Anbinder (2019) goes on to describe Trump’s nativism as “especially striking for its comprehensiveness.” Nativists have historically made ten main accusations against immigrants: they bring crime, import poverty, spread disease, fail to assimilate, corrupt politics, steal jobs, cause taxes to rise, pose a security risk, have incompatible religions, and can never be Americans in the true sense. He stresses that President Trump has echoed all these charges. No previous American president has so publicly embraced the entire nativist perspective. A commander in chief who also champions nativism could significantly reshape the role of immigrants in American society for generations.

Nativism, however, has always been a part of the US social fabric. Perea (1996) drew attention to this decades back, highlighting its role in American society since its early days. From the Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798 to California’s Proposition 187 (Digital History n.d.), nativistic ideas have consistently shaped policies. It’s especially notable given that the United States was established and populated largely by immigrants. Nativist sentiments seem ingrained in the motivations behind the busing initiative.

The nativism narrative is prominent in the contemporary media coverage of immigration as well. Due to a fast increase in the number of migrants arriving at the US-Mexico border, many of whom might be perceived as illegal immigrants by American natives, the issue has been talked about extensively by American politicians in recent years, generating a lot of public discussion on illegal immigration (Dunaway, Abrajano, and Branton 2007). Research on media framing of immigration and illegal immigration has shed light on how these topics are discussed in media narratives. News media aim to simplify complex issues by presenting them in easy-to-understand, interpretive packages. Framing acts as an organizational tool to achieve this (Berinsky and Kinder 2006; Gitlin 1980). This packaging process inherently involves highlighting certain aspects of the issue while omitting others (Entman 1993). Through this selection of specific ideas or themes to report on, the media can shape a particular problem definition, guiding the audience toward a specific line of reasoning or interpretation (Scheufele 1999). By focusing on certain aspects of an issue, the media has the power to impact how the audience thinks about the issue.

The media portrayal of migrants often helps shape public opinion regarding their resettlement and integration into host societies (Louw 2016). Sadly, refugees and migrants have often been covered negatively in the media, leading to long-term negative impacts on public opinion and perception of these groups (Nyzio 2017) and political elites and media referring to refugees and asylum seekers as a “phantom menace” and the “enemy within” have been found to legitimize the need for harsher policies against migrants by creating an impetus for increased government securitization (Hsiang, Meng, and Crane 2011). In international relations and national politics, securitization involves state actors elevating certain subjects from routine political issues to matters of “security,” thereby justifying the use of extraordinary measures in the name of security. Securitization is a key theme for the Republican Party in the United States as evidenced by the fact that the focus of the second day of the 2024 Republican National Convention (RNC) was “Making America Safe Again,” a tweak of the main MAGA (Making America Great Again) slogan of the Trump campaign. The RNC showcased the theme by focusing on topics like supporting law enforcement, border security, and battling human and drug trafficking (Hagan 2024). All these topics have surfaced in relation to the migrant busing crisis and are reflective of the busing initiative’s strong connection to the Republican playbook.

What gets somewhat lost in the narrative, despite criticisms from multiple sources and what this book intends to draw out, is that real human beings have become props in a political game and are being used as chess pieces for political maneuvering. How have the media in different states around the United States been talking about their stories, and the politicization of their lives? This book examines national and local media coverage in a mix of blue (Democratic), red (Republican), and purple (swing) states, of this busing phenomenon, which caused migrants to be reduced to pawns for political theater and seeks to understand the forces determining “what” was discussed and “how” in the various states and the long-term implications of the busing crisis within the broader scope of US immigration policy.

Greenhill (2010) discusses the idea of weaponizing mass migration through coercive engineered migrations, which are “cross-border population movements” purposely created to exert pressure on other countries to offer political, military, or economic concessions. However, these coercive engineered migrations have never been used to move people within the same country for political coercion of agents in the same country, in this case, the Biden administration. The busing crisis is a first in that regard, pointing to the polarization of the US political landscape. Instead of physically moving migrants across country borders, the move, in the case of busing, was from Republican governor-run states to blue states.

Scholars discuss the red, blue, and purple divide in politics to highlight the culture wars, an important aspect of American politics (Abramowitz and Saunders 2005; Francia and Baumgartner 2005–2006). Opposing voices to this narrative like Fiorina, Abrams, and Pope (2006) maintain that researchers have exaggerated the red vs. blue divide, while others like Orr and Huber (2020) observe that “purple” states elect politicians who are on average more extreme in their issues positions than colleagues in the blue or red states due to the higher levels of competitiveness and conflict in their races. This presents a mixed picture about the blue/red/purple divide. Through a series of case studies analyzing media coverage from several blue, red, and purple states, this book examines how this might be reflected in their media coverage on immigration and the migrant busing crisis. This structure of the chapters in the book is intentional since not every red state is the same, nor is every blue or purple state the same. Further, the acts of busing did not affect every state and city the same way, since migrants were only bused to certain blue cities. Owing to immigration becoming a key topic across the country, due to the nationalization of politics, discussed later in the book, overall, there was an interest in the topic, but proximity to the migration always has a differential impact on how local communities respond to migrants (Scheve and Slaughter 2001) and also on how the media talks about it. How outlets based in different states covered the same phenomenon would reflect some of these differences. The case study approach helps ascertain how the various red, blue, and purple states compare in terms of their reporting on busing and immigration, what lens the states adopted when discussing the same topic, and what political, historical, and social factors might have impacted the nature of the coverage.


Method of Data Analysis

The US migrant busing crisis is a novel phenomenon with very little academic research on it. Due to the lack of past research on the busing topic, a qualitative method was selected for the data examined in the chapters of this book, since qualitative analysis offers richness and depth, helping us understand phenomena we know little about. The author conducted a textual analysis employing the constant comparative method. Textual analysis is a qualitative approach focusing on interpretation, rather than coding, and is particularly useful for exploring language and press conventions to understand the meanings conveyed by text (Lule 1995) and is more adept at uncovering latent meanings of text better than content analysis, which sacrifices complexity of language and connotation for the purpose of validation (Hall 1975). To conduct this analysis, a “long preliminary soak” of the texts was followed by multiple subsequent readings to generate and refine the emerging categories of analysis (Hall 1975). This helps researchers resituate and examine the news stories while considering their political and social implications (du Gay et al. 1997).

The constant comparative method enables researchers to analyze large amounts of descriptive data by parsing out the
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