
Problems and Prospects in North American
Borderlands History

Benjamin Johnson
Southern Methodist University

Abstract

Scholars of North American borders have raised fundamental questions about the
relationship between the discipline of history and the nation-state. Integrating the
histories of the U.S.-Canadian and U.S.-Mexican borders while paying more
attention to the limits of national power will allow them to write accounts of modern
state-making that address questions important to all historians of the modern world.

Borders have recently become the sites of deep scholarly interest.
Contemporary border regions, particularly the U.S.-Mexico border, are
burgeoning economically and demographically, and the movements of goods
and people through them are important subjects of political debate and
agitation. These developments raise an implicit challenge to the work of
historians: although the modern nation-state gave birth to the discipline and
continues to structure its specializations and lines of inquiry, the increasing
prominence of border crossings of all sorts suggests that nations themselves
are shaped by larger dynamics that may be discounted or underestimated by
versions of the past tied too firmly to nation-based inquiry. Indeed, the
physical edges of nations may reveal the most about the contingency of
national histories and provide opportunities for creating accounts of the past
that transcend both the geographic and conceptual limits imposed by
international boundaries.1

“Borderlands,” a term that a generation ago referred to the study of New
Spain’s northern frontier, is now shorthand for the study of the U.S.-Mexico
border region. The creation of this border from the long history of European
colonialism and subsequent national projects, and its shifting meanings and
implications, are the central subjects of much of this literature. Recent
projects, building on a generation of more regionally oriented histories and
engaging the historiographies and archives of both Mexico and the United
States, have fleshed out some of the impacts of border-making in both
nations. We now know that the new international boundary altered class
relations in much of the Mexican north. Regional economic elites and the
central state took advantage of the fact that there was no longer a need to
assure subaltern men of their land rights in order to rely on them as a military
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check to Apache and Comanche raids, while in the Mexican northeast the
ease of crossing into Texas for work led to the collapse of debt peonage and
generally milder treatment of peasants by hacienda owners. The policing of
the new border probably affected native peoples the most, with the Mexican
and U.S. governments cooperating in efforts to end the migration and raiding
so essential to continued native independence. The long efforts of Hispanic
borderlands communities to maintain their autonomy from national centers
of power persisted throughout the nineteenth century, often through the
continuation of cross-border political and economic ties and sometimes
through armed uprisings. The border also became a site where national
notions of race and citizenship were forged; by the twentieth century, U.S.
immigration restrictions led to the active policing of the border against
migrants – not Mexicans, as most would assume today, but rather Asians
banned from entry by the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act and the 1907 so-called
Gentleman’s Agreement with Japan. Long before the age of NAFTA, then,
the US.-Mexico border loomed large in the development of both nations.2

The proliferation of dissertations and monographs suggests that the new
incarnation of borderlands history is coming into its own. In order to more
fully realize the ambitious intellectual potential of the field, borderlands
historians would benefit from the seeming paradox of both expanding the
geographic scope of their studies and rooting them more fully in particular
places. Doing so would enable them to fruitfully describe how North
American nations and nationalisms built themselves in the midst of larger
processes and more specific loyalties.

A quick glance at a map of modern North America will reveal the myopia
of referring to the U.S.-Mexico boundary as “the border.”There is another
very long border in North America, one with its own history and its own
rapidly developing literature. Historians of the U.S.-Canada border – mostly
but not exclusively Canadian – investigate similar questions as the scholars
of the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. They have begun to ask, for example, how
indigenous peoples responded to the bisection of their traditional homelands
in the nineteenth century, and how regional communities of mixed-race
peoples were affected by the arrival of more restrictive racial mores enforced
by central governments. They have traced the ways that borders both
restricted and fostered migrations, documented the ways that national
governments attempted to impede border crossings to serve larger policy
goals, and shown that local residents sometimes welcomed and even
demanded border enforcement and at other moments actively subverted it.
Other accounts have examined the environmental implications of
border-making, such as the impact on the hunting of migratory animal
populations and the human communities dependent upon them. Even the
ways that popular culture, literature, and film have used borders to construct
national identities have captured scholarly attention.3

Given the deep congruence in northern and southern border scholarship,
a comparative approach might well help borderlands scholars to provide
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more compelling answers to their fundamental questions. Have Canadians
and Mexicans and their governments responded to the looming economic
and military power of the United States in parallel ways, or have the great
differences between Canada and Mexico sharply differentiated their
border-making projects? If some native peoples were able to navigate a
bordered world more successfully than others, is that because of the differing
nature of the state assimilation projects they confronted, or because of their
own resources or decisions? In a more general sense, do the histories of these
two borders teach us similar or different lessons about the ability of modern
states to enforce their claims to territorial exclusivity on the ground? These
are just some of the questions that cry out for a comparative approach – or,
in the case of historical actors like Asian migrants who navigated both
borders, an integrated account of the impact of the two borders upon one
another.4

If borderlands scholars would profit by going larger, than at the same time
they should pay more attention to the ways that borders have remained local
places even in the face of heavy-handed efforts to make them national places
where lives and geography would be organized to meet the demands of the
nation and its central state. The meaning of a border and the consequences
of the enforcement of national policy concerning it differ remarkably from
place to place. In locations where local elites want a large and cheap labor
force, for example, enforcement of immigration restrictions is likely to be
more contested than in places where nativism or fear of labor competition
generate local support for restricted borders. Even national agencies like the
U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service or the U.S. Border Patrol can
serve local goals as much as national ones. For some borderlanders, notions
of community based on ethnoracial, familial, religious, or economic ties
may continue to be more fundamental ways of organizing space and identity
than national boundaries. The sense in which particular communities or
places on borders are national and international rather than local spaces,
then, needs to be interrogated rather than assumed.5

The combination of a broader frame and a greater attention to the
particularities of place could help create more complicated explications of
the relationship between borderlands communities and national states.
Contemporary borderlands scholarship portrays the modern state in almost
entirely negative terms, as an outside, coercive force whose arrival ends the
autonomy and freedom enjoyed by natives and other peoples who once
lived beyond its control. This is not without reason: North America’s borders
(with the exception of much of the eastern U.S.-Canada line) were far
removed from the centers of national power and population at the moment
of their creation, and the central state was in fact a distant entity controlled
by and serving the interest of people far from the border. It projected its
power more through violence than by the capture of the imaginations and
loyalties of borderlanders themselves, forcibly opening its new peripheries
to national markets and its more fixed and hierarchical racial categories.6
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But this isn’t the full picture of the state: borderlanders also used it for their
own purposes and sought to forge nations that reflected their own
identities. Various groups demanded border enforcement for their own
reasons (to control sources of labor, to protect themselves from human and
livestock epidemics, to control still-threatening native peoples), and they
thus called upon Mexico City and Ottawa to protect them from the military
and economic power of the United States. In some cases border ethnic
minorities came to insist on the protections of national citizenship against
the racial and economic exploitation of other locals. Accounts of borders
must tell these tales of adaptation and democracy as well as of conquest and
violence. The lure of internationalizing national histories ought not result
in a wholesale dismissal of the liberating aspects of nationalism and the state.7

Perhaps it is appropriate that much of modern historical inquiry is
structured by nation states, whose territoriality and understandings of their
antecedents provide historians with the demarcations of their subjects and
time frames. Nation-states are, after all, the dominant form of organizing
people and territory in the modern world. But their rise to this ascendancy
should not erase other stories, or the ways in which nations have clashed or
reinforced other imagined communities and ways of organizing space. The
study of borders has become an important way for historians to tell such
stories. More comparative approaches, greater grounding in specific places,
and a fuller appreciation of the politics of modern states at their borders will
help them to go further yet.
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