
T
his essay is an invitation to think about
the northern border from the ecological
sphere, from the standpoint of the his -

toric references of occupation of Mexico’s nort h -
ern desert, to the social sphere, both in terms
of territorial limits and in the way that geograph -
ical borders also became cultural borders.

Given the diversity of groups they found in
their path, the people who took it upon them-
selves to “conquer” the inland territories began
by deciding what could be conquered: defining
the “other,” delineating it in a culturally homo-
geneous, conceivable space, making it visible.
But by implementing colonial policies to con-
trol space and subdue its inhabitants, an infi-
nite number of definitions emerged to reveal

the heterogeneity of the native population, their
linguistic diversity, the multiple forms of political
organization, the ways of appropriating space, the
alliances and conflicts.

Since the origins of Mexico as a nation-state,
the North has expressed its dual nature, that
of being an imposing border and also of being
extremely arid. The desert region, called the great
Chichimeca, which later became a clear interna -
tional divide, was conceived of as a no-man’s-land,
susceptible to conquest, the land of rebellious,
unruly Indians. The use of the space traced by
the original inhabitants was not recognized by the
Spaniards, who considered it a territory to be
conquered.1

Hunters and gatherers optimally exploited
a large part of the Sonora desert from season
to season. They also defined the space in which
the tribe or society could use natural resources.
The Spaniards not only changed the original
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territoriality, but also sought to modify
the relationship of the indigenous with
it by confining them to villages, thus
des troying their foraging and hunting
cycles and their food systems.

In the strict sense, desert means an
abandoned, unpopulated, uninhabited
space. In its ecological sense, it is a large
body of land where vegetation and hu -
mid ity are scarce and the harsh climate
makes life difficult. Aridness comes both
from the lack of rain and the soil’s inabil -
ity to preserve humidity; plants’ permeabil -
ity, evaporation and transpiration; and
the intensity and length of sunlight,
heat, atmospheric humidity and wind.
Thus, in regions characterized by fac-
tors that limit the establishment of
large populations of organisms, human
beings have developed a culture —called
a desert culture— with strategies oriented
to dealing with envi ronmental restric-
tions.2

In the desert culture, the arid envi -
ronment establishes strict limits. How -
ev er, when human society appropri-
ates the space, it defines its borders,
chang ing natural conditions into cul-
tural resources. When a group faces a
hostile environment it does so with its
cultural arsenal, its values and forms
of behavior, with its organization and
technology, changing behavior patterns
and resources and developing knowl-
edge to help it adapt. This actually in -
volves a profound transformation of
the habitat, re-signifying its ecological

meaning with the incorporation of cul -
ture into the geographical space.

The bigger the limitations imposed
by aridness, the more human beings have
increased their capability to transform
the environmen. The most significant
expression of this has been the process -
es of artificiality, accompanied by a high
degree of mechanization and applica-
tion of technology to agricultural, fish-
ing, hunting and gathering activities. In
Mexico’s northern desert, the border is
a recurring concept. It points to territo-
rial limits as well as divisions in disci-
plines or group, class, ethnic and gender
de mar cations. Its definition has both con-
ceptual and empirical bases with so cial,
humanistic or cultural perspectives.

The 1848 shift to the south of the
U.S.-Mexico border is another mo ment
in the territorial fragmentation of the in -
digenous groups living in the area. The
ferocious resistance of the region’s peo-
ples to the imposition of the Spanish
conquistadors paradoxically managed
to establish a certain social and socio-
economic equilibrium, a specific way
of handling resources and a sedentary
life-style sustained by the combination
of activities like hunting, fishing, gather -
ing and agriculture.

This resistance, first to colonial poli-
cies and then to those of the re public,
led to both countries militarizing their
border areas and the indigenous groups
apparently accepting a sedentary life.
The form this process took on the U.S.
side, confining the Indians to reserva-
tions, was not very different from the
indigenous communities and ejidos that
the Mexican state used to impose paci -
fication.

The border is not a simple divid-
ing line that the local inhabitants just
accepted, leaving behind complex his -
tories of relationships and social move-

ments. From that starting point, con-
cepts like sovereignty, citizenship, na -
tion-state, race, countryman or foreign-
er began to take on meaning, be coming
run-of-the-mill terms in a region that
had rapidly become bi-national. For
both countries, the border was the self-
confirmation of specific, significant traits.
For Mexico, it was also a great region
that separated and distanced it from its
powerful northern neighbor.

A border is the work of two coun-
tries fighting to impose their nation-
state projects. In both cases, the idea
was to decimate and subdue the native
population, make them speak the im -
perial language (English and Spanish,
respectively), and impose specific forms
of control and distribution of the land, a
system of production based on agricul-
tural exports, a single school system and
subject them to a central government.
The indigenous groups in Mexico’s North
ceased active resistance in the form of
armed rebellion, but using their bi-na -
tion ality and ancestral mobility that
eventually becomes trans-border mobil -
ity, they have developed resistance strate -
gies to preserve their identities.

Yesterday, the Pápagos, Pimas, Yu -
ma nos; today the Zapotecs, Mix tecs,
Nahuas. Cultural differentiation seeks
to analyze combined processes of re -
sistance, adaptation and change, from
the perspective of great demographic
and socio-economic dynamism, leaving
to one side the reductionism of notions
like Wester ni zation, Hispani cization and
acculturation. For that reason, the border
should be defined from a multidi men -
 sional standpoint in which diverse cul -
 tures, societies, ethnic groups or modes
of production enter into play.

Before the political-administrative
border was established, these areas were
situated on the margins of the burgeon-
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ing national states, alien to econo mic
interests, outside state control, an attrac -
t ion for outsiders, non-confor mists, mi -
grants and colonists. Far from the cen-
ter of power, from that time, they were
established based on significant cultural
and social di versity; the ever-changing
line between settlements that pointed
to the advance of civilization. However,
they became key for the for mation of the
national states.

Today, the borders are a significant
part of Western society’s expansion-
ism, which dismantles civilizations and
cultures, fed by power relations. From
the time that Frederick Jackson Tur -
ner’s definition of the American border
became famous in the political sphere,
it has been analyzed as an un mov able,
a-historical space separating two sup-
posed socio-cultural realities: civiliza tion
and barbarism, a dichoto my that con-
tinues to function as a historic justifi-
cation that allows the United States to
proclaim itself the guardian of Western
civilization creating a border as the uni -
versal example for separating the order
of sedentary peoples from the disorder of
nomadic peoples. Since that time, the
migratory pro cess has been instru mental:
Mexico’s poverty facilitates the attrac-
tion of abundant, cheap, unskilled, disci-
plined labor over long periods of time.

The desert’s nomadic cultures were
part of this border space. This is what
the first colonizers who came from So -
nora thought, as well as the Americans
who later began the colonization of the
Southwest, conceived as the nation in
its infancy.

According to Carlos González, nativ -
ist ideology originated in the eighteenth
century and, from its in ception, preached
the “natural” superiority of white Anglo
Saxons over any other human group.3

In the nineteenth century, it was adopt-

ed by the economic, religious and polit-
ical elites who saw the U.S. indigenous
population and the waves of immigrants
as a challenge to the racial and cultural
purity of the Anglo-Pro testant group
that then governed the nation.

U.S. nativism spread into the gov-
ernment itself and was key in designing
the country’s most important migrato-
ry policies. Both Europe and the United
States for the first time defined the
“white race” as a privileged social group
in world history. Nationalism devel-
oped as a result of these ideas, grow-
ing throughout the nineteenth century
with tacit agreement on the part of the
political and economic elites of Nort h -
ern European extraction and academ -
ics, who from the institutions of higher
learning and the press, created a nar -
rative discourse that “propped up” the
idea of Anglo-Saxon superiority.

The U.S. border is the farthest part
of the pioneer settlements and also
the dividing line with free lands. It is a
region capable of returning to Man his
purity; it is an area of violence and regen -
eration, the creator of a new man and
a new, specifically American, nation.

This radical nativism based on the
cultural limit of the border took on

the form of “Anglo-Saxonism” or white
nationalism that gradually began to
center its “doubts” on the immigrants
pouring in from the south and Eastern
Europe.

In Mexico’s historical-cultural tra-
dition, the northern border has been a
rather undefined far-off space, a fearful
place, “a land of savage Indians, nomadic
groups who live from robbery and thie v -
ery,” making up an ambiguous and per-
haps conflictive relationship between
Central Mexico and the North, which
is recognized as part of the nation’s te r -
ritory, but as a heritage that is per iph -
eral to the country’s spatial and cultur-
al heartland. The border context forced
the emergence of a complex process of
relationships and alliances that often
makes it possible to question the weight
of identity limits in the sense of cultur-
al belonging, blurred in the face of com -
plex social distortions that arise out of
diverse policies and economies.

Today the material gap between the
two nations is so vast and produces so
many imbalances that any effort to turn
the border into a place of great cultural
wealth due to the multiplicity and va -
riety of its ex changes and syncretisms
becomes an offensive attempt to roman -
ticize something that of neces sity is
conflictive. On the border, ma terial and
symbolic violence is a daily occurrence,
stemming largely from the fact that
the power relations and subordination
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crisscrossing the links be tw een an im -
perial nation and a periph eral one are
concentrated in a relatively small space,
of a complexity and tension irreducible
to peaceful, harmonious, easily under -
s tood border areas.

Given the complexity of what the
border separates, it almost always takes
on a material form. But, above all, it is
a cultural construction that sparks events
and situations present in daily life, in
which many specific societies are arti -
culated and interact. Crossing the border
becomes, then, a challenge for those
who, full of hope, seek a better life, even
though it means living in the shadow
of xenophobia. These are the paradox-
es of the border and its transgression,
which cannot be reduced to the mate-
rial existence of a line or fence, which
barely represents its symbol. The pro-
cedures for achieving it can never be
simple or spontaneous. They always
imply a certain dose of material and
symbolic violence and the exclusion of
some by others.

In contemporary societies, with the
advent of telecommunications and
the ins tant, simultaneous transmission
of data and information, people’s reasons
for moving increase and accelerate. In
that sense, the idea of geographic unity
as elementary for understanding culture
and society becomes obsolete.4 Territo -
riality is fragmented: the meaning of
territory is transferred to contem porary

nomads, is re-imagined and in creasing -
ly acquires a specific plasticity. Like a
membrane, the border is asymmetrical-
ly porous for human beings, in formation,
knowledge, practices and goods, all of
which have an impact on the plurality
of individual and collective experiences
and, of course, on devel op ment policies.

Today’s desert inhabitants have built
some borders and re-built others in order
to both survive eco no mically as indi-
viduals and achieve the survival of the
ethnic group as such. To do this, they re-
design their original no madism in a
transnational context, and design a mu l -
 tidimensional collective identity that
makes it possible to deal with dif  ferent
situations.

The idea of the border linked to
iden tity conceives of human groups se  p -
arated from one another —or against
one another— with each one occupy-
ing its territory, so that the mi gratory
dynamic becomes central. In a transna   -
tional context, migrants re-design a
di fficult-to-explain break between the
rural world and the rapid emergence
of an urban industrial eco nomy evident
in almost all the states of the U.S.
West, including Ca li for nia, Ari zo na,
New Mexico and Texas, which to a great
extent owe their economic vigor to a
convenient proximity to Mex ico and
its abundant cheap, disciplined work-
force kept in line by being un docu -
mented. The populations re-signify an
original mobility and con ceive a collec-
tive identity that goes beyond parochial
identifications of ethnic group, tribe,
band or lineage. In that sense, the cul -
tures of northern Mexico are pioneers
in transposing ethnic-territorial, na tio n -
al and ethnic-cultural borders and in
developing resistance strategies based
on their transborder mobility and on
the constant alteration of their iden tity,

which ends up by being inclusive, based
on the principles of belonging to cul-
turally, politically and socially imag-
ined communities.5

The cultural mosaic of the cons truc -
tion and experience of the northern bor -
der is such that it cannot be dealt with
as a geographical-social entity cons tant
throughout history: quite to the contrary,
it is a broad field in which cul tural di -
ver sity is an expression of a socio-his-
torical complexity that does not admit
generalizations, much less simplistic
explanations oriented to homo genizing
the abstraction “north” in time and
space. One of the fundamental di  men -
sions of the concept “border” refers to
the processes of identity, which do not
neces sarily correspond to territorial cri-
teria; that is, they are based, rather, on
a sense of belonging to a group and then
what separates is being Indian or ladi-
no, sav age or civilized, national or fo reign,
native or stranger.

These are, then, cultural borders de -
 signed, imagined, negotiated and re-
thought by people who are geogra phi cally
spread out in their day-to-day existence,
indifferent to the material crossing of the
line. In that sense, the concept of border
regions emerges, in which particularly
diverse societies are established. The
nearest example is Mex ico’s northern
border, which since it was created has
been made up of a society of migrants
that goes beyond the neighboring na -
tions, characterized by the breadth of its
territory, its economic dynamism and the
existence of networks that change the ope -
ration and results of production pro ces -
ses, power and culture, a society based
on the flows that individuals build to
circulate toward, from and inside the re -
gion. The main characteristic of these
movements, which have functioned as
a trampoline, a bridge, a tunnel and a turn-
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around point for migrants who are trying
to get to the United States, is that their in -
fluence as such is greater than the flows
of power.

Given the real possibility that this
multi-culturalism could become a risk,
states are forced to decide on rules for
behavior within their borders, taking
into account that the future co-exis-
tence of many social groups will be
marked by ethnic and cultural plural-
ism, in which the issues of citizenship
and pluralism will become central under
rules that recognize individual and col-
lective rights for all.

The border region, then, is made up
of a materiality and an environment, a
scenario in which social relations play
out that include both a sense of local-
ness and a sense of globality by involv-
ing different nationalities, cultures, life -
styles and languages. In this sense, the
border space is the heritage of those
that build it, live, move through and
experience it, practices in which groups
create their own identity and recognize
themselves as situated, where they or -
ganize daily life around significant places,
in such a way that borders stop being

simply a dividing line and become a
space in which different societies con -
verge, creating their own territorial
dynamics.

Globalization brings us face to face
with homogenization, which presup-
poses that all polyphonic elements are
fated to be absorbed into a uniformity
through cultural convergence as part
of the political and social project of the
dominant groups. Far from that uni-
formity, the global fluidness of sym bols,
messages and goods has sparked res -
ponses and resistance where the mean -
ings are developed and recreated in
specific local contexts. In this sense, the
border continues to be as vital as it has
been since its origins and through out its
development.

Politically speaking, it has created
territorial and group divisions that have
resulted in many forms of violence and
social movements. Eco no mically speak -
ing, it has permanently changed its sur -
vival strategies, imposing constant chal-
lenges and opportunities that the groups
living there have had to take ad vantage
of to establish themselves and turn the
region into a place of important resources

that at some points have been very
attractive. Culturally speak ing, histor-
ical discontinuity has sparked different
identity processes and scattered the
popul ation located in the region, which
is experienced and inhabited by subjects
with plural and sometimes contradicto-
ry identities and strategies that in daily
life combine conflict, violence and social
and environmental deterioration.

The lack of a developmental vi sion
has turned the potential wealth of the
meeting of different cultures into a cul -
tural mosaic whose results sometimes
question the nationalist strategies of the
historical projects on both sides of
the border.
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