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standing is the church. We got off our horses at the door and went in, 
and I was truly awed. I should think it was sixty feet by thirty. […] The 
ceiling is very high and doleful in appearance; the sleepers are carved 
in hieroglyphical figures, as is also the great door, altar and indeed all 
the little woodwork about it, showing that if they were uncivilized or 
half-civilized as we generally believe them, they had at least an idea of 
grandeur. Some parts of it, too, have the appearance of turned work, 
though it is difficult to decide, it is so much battered to pieces. […] All 
around the church at different distances are ruins; the side of the one 
house remains perfect still, and ‘tis plain to see a three storied build-
ing once was there. […] The place too has the appearance of having 
been once fortified, from the number of great stones lying all around 
it, and which they must have used in this way as they are too large for 
the building of houses. (Magoffin 1982, 99-102)

Eighteen-year-old Susan Magoffin clearly did not ride her horse among 
these ruins “heedlessly.” The church whose ruins had this powerful effect 
on her was the smaller church built within the foundations of the great 
mission church that was destroyed in 1680, smaller but still for her pow-
erful in its effect. Their effect was to make her feel “sad” and “awed” and 
also respectful and curious, to the point that she found herself question-
ing some of the received wisdom about the low level of “civilization” of the 
former inhabitants. Two years after the ruins of the church and the Pueblo 
had this effect on Susan Magoffin, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo was 
signed and the site of Pecos Pueblo became for the first time part of the 
new American Southwest.

The events of Willa Cather’s novel, Death Comes for the Archbishop, 
which was first published in 1927, follow very closely actual historical events 
from the period soon after 1848 when the area became incorporated into 
the United States following the Mexican-American War. In 1850, an actual 
Bishop in the Catholic Church (later to be made an Archbishop) named 
Jean Baptiste Lamy (b. 1814 in France) was appointed by the Church to 
protect and consolidate the position of the Church in this new portion, 
and a big portion it was, of America. Granting that Cather allowed herself 
some license in novelizing this history, it is apparent that in many respects 
she composed it very closely along the lines of actual historical characters 
and events. Though Bishop Lamy and his fellow priests appear under in-
vented names — Lamy is renamed Latour in the novel — a number of ac-
tual historical personages, Padre Martínez and Kit Carson among them, 
appear in the novel under their own names. Father Latour’s crowning 
achievement in the novel, at least in the world’s terms, is the construction 
of a handsome Romanesque cathedral in Santa Fe that is just like the one 
Father Lamy did in fact have built there at the end, la fonda, of the Santa 
Fe Trail, between 1869 and 1886, also on the ruins of an earlier church.

At about the middle of Cather’s novel, Father Latour sets out from Santa 
Fe on horseback, accompanied by his faithful Indian retainer, on a jour-
ney to attend to a priestly companion who, he has been told, has fallen ill 
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in Las Vegas, a settlement some sixty miles east up the Santa Fe Trail. At 
the end of his first day of travel, Latour finds himself at Pecos Pueblo, as in 
fact one likely would do after a day riding on horseback from Santa Fe. A 
storm is approaching. The retainer accompanying Father Latour, Jacinto, 
is, we learn, a Pecos Indian and Latour spends the night in the Pueblo as 
Jacinto’s guest. This event is in fact an historical anachronism because, as 
we are told in what is Cather’s only historical footnote in the novel, the last 
Pecos Indian had left the Pueblo some years before the Americans came to 
occupy New Mexico. Cather’s novel shows the Pueblo as still inhabited at 
the time of Latour’s visit, though clearly in serious decline, with only a few 
Indians remaining. Most of the dwellings are empty, “ruined by weather 
and now scarcely more than piles of earth and stone” (Cather 1971, 123). 
Latour sees that the Pueblo is a doomed place.

 It turns out that Latour has heard things about Pecos Pueblo and its 
people, disturbing things, about their continuing worship of a great snake 
they keep hidden some place, to which, it is said, they may have fed and 
may still be feeding some of their children. Latour is not inclined to be-
lieve these tales but he also suspects that there are mysteries about the In-
dians that “white men” will never be able to understand.

In the morning after their overnight stay in the Pueblo, Latour and Jacinto 
set out on the next leg of their journey but they are quickly caught in a blizzard 
and find themselves in desperate circumstances. Jacinto, it turns out, knows 
a secret place where they might find refuge and they just manage to reach it. 
It is a cave, the entrance to which lies between two ledges that look like “two 
great stone lips.” Inside, it is a “lofty cavern, shaped somewhat like a Gothic 
chapel.” A ladder leads down into the cave and on his way down the ladder, 
Father Latour is “struck by a reluctance, an extreme distaste for the place.” He 
detects “a fetid odour, not very strong but highly disagreeable.” Jacinto becomes 
agitated and tells Father Latour that he is not sure it was right to bring him 
to this place and that when he leaves he must never mention it. Father Latour 
assures him he will not. Jacinto then goes to the rear wall of the cavern where 
“there seemed to be a hole” that was “about as large as a very big watermelon, 
of an irregular oval shape,” and he proceeds to wall up this hole with stones 
and mud. The fetid odor disappears. (Cather 1971, 126 ff.)

Jacinto then builds a fire and now Latour perceives “an extraordinary 
vibration in the cavern” that “hummed like a hive of bees, like a heavy 
roll of distant drums.” He asks Jacinto if he too hears this and Jacinto then 
takes him deeper into the cave and tells him to put his ear to a fissure there. 
Father Latour remains there listening for a “long while.” He tells himself 
that he is “listening to one of the oldest voices of the earth.” He decides that 

[w]hat he heard was the sound of a great underground river […] far, 
far below, perhaps as deep as the foot of the mountain, a flood moving 
in utter blackness under ribs of antediluvian rock. […] [It was] not a 
rushing noise, but the sound of a great flood moving with majesty and 
power. (Cather 1971, 130)
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I’m not sure how Father Latour knew that he was listening to an under-
ground river and not something else, but even if he was right to assume 
that, it seems clear enough that he felt himself to be in the presence of the 
kind of thing people in vortexes may feel. He was hearing not just a river 
but “a great flood moving with majesty and power.” The experience he has 
in this cave is not something the Catholic Archbishop can embrace as a 
welcome source of a new spirituality, but the spiritual dimensions of the 
experience are beyond doubt. The patch of daylight they can see between 
the stone lips fades and they sleep, but neither Latour nor Jacinto sleeps easy.

In the morning, they set out again, the ill priest is found, and is found 
to have already mended. Father Latour never speaks of the cave to anyone, 
as he promised Jacinto he would not, but he remembers it from time to 
time, always with a “shudder of repugnance” and remains curious about 
the “dark legends” (Cather 1971, 122) concerning the Pecos Indians. Cather 
does not satisfy this curiosity, for him or for us.

What Father Latour felt was clearly something more powerful than the 
“Isn’t that interesting?” response many of us may have to learning about 
such legends. Was this sense of a special power in this place simply a ro-
mantic attribution by a Euroamerican colonizer? Perhaps. Perhaps not. It 
turns out that Indians have also felt that there is a power associated with 
the people of this place. In his novel House Made of Dawn (1968), Scott 
Momaday gives us the following characterization a group in residence at 
Jemez Pueblo in the 1950s called The Eagle Watchers Society.

It was an important society, and it stood apart from the others in a 
certain way. This difference — this superiority — had come about a 
long time ago. Before the middle of the last century, there was received 
into the population of the town [of Jemez Pueblo] a small group of im-
migrants from the Tanoan city of Bahkyula, a distance of seventy or 
eighty miles to the east. These immigrants were a wretched people, for 
they had experienced great suffering. Their land bordered upon the 
Southern Plains, and for many years they had been an easy mark for 
marauding bands of buffalo hunters and thieves. They had endured 
every kind of persecution until one day they could stand no more and 
their spirit broke. They gave themselves up to despair and were then 
at the mercy of the first alien wind.
[…] It is said that the cacique [of Jemez Pueblo] himself went out to 
welcome and escort the visitors in. The people of the town must have 
looked narrowly at those stricken souls who walked slowly toward 
them, wild in their eyes with grief and desperation. […] They carried 
four things that should serve thereafter to signal who they were: a sacred 
flute; the bull and horse masks of Pecos; and the little wooden statue 
of their patroness Maria de los Angeles, who they called Porcingula.
[…] [T]hose old men and women […] had made that journey along the 
edge of oblivion. There was a look about these men, even now. It was 
as if, conscious of having come so close to extinction, they had got a 
keener sense of humility than their benefactors, and paradoxically a 
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greater sense of pride. […] They had acquired a tragic sense, which gave 
to them as a race so much dignity and bearing. They were medicine 
men; they were rainmakers and eagle hunters. (Momaday 1968, 14-15)

Momaday, a Kiowa Indian and long-time resident of Jemez, invokes 
here a power that is believed to have come to the descendants of the Indi-
ans of Pecos Pueblo by virtue of what the Pecos people had suffered there, 
a suffering that stood out among the sufferings of other native peoples. Eu-
roamerican scholars now know that when the last of the Pecos Indians left 
their Pueblo, probably in 1838, they did in fact go to Jemez Pueblo, “some 
seventy or eighty miles” to their west, which was the only other pueblo 
where the language of the Pecos people, Towa, was spoken. Momaday is 
here helping us to imagine what their arrival at Jemez might have been like 
and suggesting also that the desperate experience of these people has given 
them power as medicine men. No snakes in this story, but power, certainly. 

When Father Latour stops at Pecos Pueblo on this journey, he ponders 
why it has fallen to its present state and reflects that it might have “had 
more than its share of history.” (Cather 1971, 122) This is an interesting 
expression. What can it mean? We have the history we have and just like 
Abraham Lincoln’s legs, they are just long enough to reach us to the ground. 
But of course, “history” here means something like “suffering and loss.” In 
Cather’s account, that history is imagined to offer the grounds for a kind 
of empathy but in Momaday’s account, the matter is taken a step further 
and imagined to confer real spiritual power.

Two miles north of Pecos Pueblo was the town (“town” is pueblo in Span-
ish) of Pecos. In some historical accounts, the two sites seem to have been 
confused. But the town of Pecos was an Hispanic rather than an Indian en-
clave, first settled by immigrants who had come east across Glorieta Pass 
from Santa Fe into the Pecos Valley after it became reasonably safe to do so. 
The town of Pecos is not part of Pecos National Historical Park. But before 
the last Pecos Indians left the Pueblo in about 1838, they removed from the 
sanctuary of the mission church the painting of Our Lady of Porciúncula 
that was there and offered it to St. Anthony’s Parish in the town of Pecos on 
the condition that it be returned to the mission church every Feast Day, the 
first Sunday in August, for a Mass. Almost continuously from that year to 
this, the people of the town of Pecos have honored this commitment and in 
a procession from the town have returned the painting and celebrated Mass, 
converging there with descendants of the Pecos Indians who come back from 
Jemez for the occasion. In this spot, within the ruins of a church that had 
been built within the ruins of an earlier church that had in all likelihood 
been built on the ruins of the most important kiva in Cicuyé, an annual fes-
tival of worship has happened for almost a hundred and fifty years, continu-
ing a spiritual practice that antedated the arrival of the Europeans in North 
America. Power centers have been declared on slimmer evidence than this.

But this consideration has taken us ahead of ourselves. There is more evi-
dence of power here in the historical record, with a twist in the vortex. Let 
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us return to 1848, the year when this area first became part of the American 
Southwest, along with (if you count the California coast) about half of what 
had been Mexico, by virtue of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo that ended 
the Mexican-American War. After 1848, trade along the Santa Fe Trail con-
tinued. In 1858, seven years after Bishop Lamy arrived in Santa Fe to begin his 
work for the Church, an entrepreneur from Poland named Martin Kozlowski 
established a stage stop within sight of Pecos Pueblo to serve travelers on the 
trail. Kozlowski salvaged timbers and adobe bricks from the mission church 
that Susan Magoffin had visited twelve years before. He said he believed he 
had permission from the people now claiming to be the private owners of 
the Pueblo to do so. It is not certain how much damage Kozlowski’s actions 
caused. Photographs taken thirty years after Kozlowski’s salvage operation 
show that even at that later date there was about twice as much building as 
there is today. The remnant of this church now being preserved in the Park 
is still, however, the largest remaining structure at the Pueblo site. Not far 
away, across Highway 63, visitors may also see the buildings of Kozlowski’s 
ranch, built in part from timbers taken from the church.

Before we come down too hard on Kozlowski, we might recognize that 
he had done no more, in fact much less, than the Pecos people did in 1680. 
Furthermore his buildings were shortly to do service to the nation. In 1861, 
the War came, the American Civil War. In 1862, in a little known chap-
ter of that War, a group of Texans under General Henry Sibley who had 
allied themselves with the Confederacy undertook to capture the Ameri-
can Southwest with its gold fields and its unblockade-able Pacific coast-
line. Sibley’s troops, about two thousand five hundred of them, came west 
from Texas through the northern part of Mexico, entered the United States 
at El Paso del Norte, pressed up the Rio Grande, challenged and then by-
passed the Union detachment at Fort Craig, and in short order occupied 
Santa Fe, intending next to cross Glorieta Pass, continue on up the Santa 
Fe Trail to capture Fort Union, and then take the gold fields in southern 
Colorado. As Sibley’s soldiers rested after occupying Santa Fe, a force of 
thirteen hundred fifty Union soldiers and volunteers from Colorado and 
New Mexico set off down the Santa Fe Trail from Fort Union to oppose 
them. The Union soldiers set up camp at Kozlowski’s ranch.

On March 26, 1862, advance forces from the two armies ran into each 
other just west of Glorieta Pass. After a day of fighting, the Union forces 
retreated back east to Kozlowski’s ranch, the Texans west to Apache Can-
yon west of Glorieta Pass. Both sides waited for a day for reinforcements. 
On March 28, the main battle was joined, this time east of Glorieta Pass 
because the Texans had pushed so far forward. At the end of the day, the 
Confederate Texans had driven the Union forces from the field and ap-
peared to have won the day. But during the fighting a detachment of Union 
soldiers, guided in all likelihood by Hispanic locals, had set out over Glo-
rieta Mesa in an effort to flank the Texans. In Apache Canyon, behind the 
Confederate lines, they had come upon the eighty wagons of the Confeder-
ate supply train, very nearly all their supplies, very nearly undefended. The 
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Union detachment had streamed off the mesa into the canyon, burned the 
wagons, killed the animals, spiked the weapons. When news of this event 
reached the leader of the Texans, he knew the day was lost and much more 
than that. He withdrew from the field. There was no means of resupply. The 
Texans had left no friends behind them in Santa Fe. The Indians throughout 
the region were more active now too since the attentions of the United States 
military were elsewhere. Sibley’s troops faded away. It is not known how 
many of them made it home. The Confederate campaign in the American 
Southwest was over. A granite memorial to the Texans was later erected by 
the Daughters of the Confederacy on the side of the road that runs through 
the battlefield site. It has been pock-marked by bullets, how recently, it is hard 
to tell. The nearby memorial to the Union forces, erected later, is unmarked.

Do battlefield sites have vortex power? Many who visit them seem to be 
searching for something like this experience, for more than information or 
history at any rate. We may suspect that those who know something of the 
history of the War and the battle have an advantage here, as might those with 
some experience of ground combat, as might those with healthy imagina-
tions. Within the Park, hard by the two-lane road, Route 50, that leads from 
the town of Pecos to the Interstate and passes through much of the battle-
field site, there is a small square adobe building called Pigeon Ranch that 
served as a field hospital during the battle, for both sides at different times. 
Evidence has been discovered there of the arms and legs that were tossed 
out the window after amputations.

If that Union detachment had not happened upon that supply train, if the 
supply train had been well defended, how would things have been different? 
In matters of what has been called alternative history, one never knows, but 
it is not difficult to imagine that matters might have gone very differently 
in this War, that at the very least the war would have gone on much longer 
than it did. Is attaining harmonic convergence a matter of developing the 
power to imagine such possibilities? If so, this aspect of the Pecos site seems 
to me to offer that power. Significant portions, but not all, of the Glorieta 
Battlefield have been incorporated into Pecos National Historical Park. Much 
of  the battlefield site remains on private land, which means that the invi-
tations to the imagination have not yet been developed by the Park Service 
as thoroughly as they might like, but this may be an advantage, since when 
some possibilities of imagination are developed, others must be foreclosed. 

Northbound Interstate 25 runs right through Apache Canyon, the 
place where the Texans’ supply train was surprised and the tide turned. 
Thousands of people a day drive through Apache Canyon on this Inter-
state highway, many, no doubt, without knowing what happened there or 
feeling any vortex power that may abide. At the approach to Glorieta Pass, 
northbound drivers will come upon a small but colorful stand on the right 
hand side of the Interstate that memorializes this battle that some call the 
“Gettysburg of the West.” It’s worth a stop. When I stopped, it wasn’t clear 
to me who had built this intriguing roadside stand, but it was clear enough 
that he was one who had found power at the site.
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With the discomfiture of the Texans at Glorieta Pass, organized fight-
ing in the region of Pecos Pueblo was over, but there would be other kinds 
of conquests and changes. The railroads came down the Trail next, bring-
ing with them their power to transform.

The Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railroad arrived in the Upper 
Pecos River Valley in 1880, eighteen years after the decisive Battle at Glo-
rieta, six years before Archbishop Lamy’s cathedral was completed in San-
ta Fe. It had closely followed the route of the Santa Fe Trail from Kansas 
(Quivira?) to Pecos, as, in another kind of convergence, the Santa Fe Trail 
had no doubt followed some of the old trade routes of the Indians. The 
railroad opened up a number of possibilities in the American Southwest, 
including possibilities for the imagination. One of these possibilities be-
gan to be realized in the Pecos River Valley when in 1925 one Tex Austin 
bought five thousand acres along the Pecos River not far from the ruins 
of Pecos Pueblo and established there a ranch he called the Forked Light-
ning. The ranch house, which also is now included in Pecos National His-
torical Park, was one of the first buildings designed by John Gaw Meem, a 
transplanted architect then living in Santa Fe who would go on to become 
one of the principal sponsors and creators of the Pueblo Revival Style, al-
so known as the Santa Fe Style, and, even more loosely, as the Southwest-
ern Style. Meem, that is to say, was an important creator of the American 
Southwest as a style, as was Tex Austin in his way. Tex Austin’s ranch was 
a new kind of ranch that was emerging in this era, called a “dude ranch,” 
that is, a ranch for people who were not ranchers (Austin recruited heav-
ily in the East) but who could now come on the train to the area on vaca-
tion. Born in St. Louis in 1886 as Clarence van Nostrand, Tex Austin had 
re-named himself and become a promoter of rodeos, staging a number 
of them back East, including in London, before he established the Forked 
Lightning Ranch on the banks of the Pecos River. Some of the dudes who 
patronized his ranch were those other purveyors of fantasy, the newly fa-
mous movie stars. Movie stars have a taste for the area even today. Jane 
Fonda and Val Kilmer both have owned spreads along the Pecos River.

Tex Austin’s promotions were successful for a while but in the Great 
Depression he lost the Forked Lightning Ranch. Before he did, however, 
another transforming presence had appeared. An automobile roadway, 
the now iconic Route 66 had come into the valley following the track of 
the railroad that had followed the track of the Santa Fe Trail that had fol-
lowed the Indian trading routes. Route 66 was later re-routed to the south 
but cabins that served tourists on old Route 66 have been identified in the 
Glorieta unit of Pecos National Historical Park. Interstate 25, a four-lane 
divided highway that is a far cry from Route 66 and an even farther cry 
from the Santa Fe Trail that preceded it through the valley, now sweeps 
through the area. Along its margins we see the gold and brown signs that 
mark the route as the Historic Santa Fe Trail.

At just the time that the Southwestern style was being created in this 
fashion in the Pecos River Valley, the foundations of a science of South-
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western Archeology were being established there in work being done at 
Pecos Pueblo by Alfred V. Kidder, an archeologist with a PhD from Har-
vard who had conceived a serious interest in the American Southwest. In 
1915, Kidder had begun work in and around the Pueblo, which was still 
taken to be privately owned. When in 1925 Tex Austin bought the nearby 
land for his ranch, Kidder was still at it at the Pueblo and would be for an-
other four years. By digging through the tips on the hillsides below what 
had been the walls of the Pueblo, and analyzing the different layers of what 
the residents of the Pueblo had dumped there, Kidder was able to develop 
a system for dating the kinds of artifacts he found, principally potshards 
but also tools and weapons, a system that spanned the more than thou-
sand-year history of the Pueblo people. These findings could then be used 
to date sites elsewhere in the American Southwest whose dates were at that 
time entirely unknown. Kidder’s findings were also able to document the 
thousand-mile reach of the trade at Pecos Pueblo at its peak. His Introduc-
tion to the Study of Southwestern Archaeology, published in 1924, was the 
first synthesis of North American prehistory based on empirical science. 
In this work Kidder developed, we could say, ways in which imaginings 
about the peoples and histories of the region could be informed by scien-
tific research, surely another source of harmonic power.

Kidder shipped what he found at the Pueblo back East to his sponsor, the 
Peabody Museum in Massachusetts. He knew that descendants of the last 
inhabitants of Pecos Pueblo were to be found in Jemez Pueblo to the west, 
but at the time, the anthropological community did not imagine that those 
people had any claim on the artifacts or human remains Kidder had dug 
up. Attitudes about this changed over time. (We might wonder what pow-
er was at work in this change?) In 1990, the same year that Pecos National 
Monument, established at the Pueblo in 1965, became Pecos National His-
torical Park, the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act 
was passed by the United States Congress. This Act gave the descendants 
of the Pecos people a clear legal right to the artifacts. Soon after the Act 
was passed, many of the artifacts Kidder had shipped east were returned to 
Pecos National Historic Park for cataloging. Many artifacts were eventual-
ly entrusted to the Pecos National Historical Park and are now kept in the 
archives on the site, but in 1999, a number of the artifacts were re-buried at 
the Pueblo by descendants of the former inhabitants. When the repatria-
tion was complete, a celebratory Mass was held in the ruins of the mission 
church, on Feast Day in 1999, attended by the descendants of Pecos people 
along with others who had sponsored the repatriation. We can expect the 
power of this place to have been enhanced by these actions, it seems to me, 
for those who have some knowledge of them, Indian or not.

What can happen now when one visits this site? We have some recent 
testimonials of interest. One is from Douglas Preston, who in his Cities of 
Gold (1992) recounts his experience of recapitulating on horseback Coro-
nado’s 1540 entrada 450 years later, riding from the point on the Mexican 
border where Coronado entered what is now the United States through 
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the despoblado in northern Arizona to Cíbola, now known as Zuni, in 
northern New Mexico, and ending at Pecos Pueblo. Preston’s rich and 
vivid narrative is filled out with well-researched accounts of Coronado’s 
journey and experiences and with accounts of more recent history and of 
what the region is like now along the way.

About Pecos Pueblo at the time of Coronado, Preston writes:

In 1540, Cicuyé—Pecos—was probably the greatest city within the present-
day boundaries of America. For over three centuries, the Pecos Indians 
had held sway over the Pecos River Valley, and they had grown wealthy 
and proud. In 1540, they were at the apex of their power. […] In the decline 
and fall of this city, which took place across three centuries, the history 
of the Southwest would be reflected in microcosm. (Preston 1992, 448)

Preston then offers a condensed account of what happened in those 
three centuries. In the next chapter, he describes his own arrival on horse-
back at Pecos Pueblo on a darkening day not unlike the day on which Fa-
ther Latour arrived there, and observes: 

Once the very life of the Southwest revolved around Pecos; it stood at 
the center of the world. Now it lay at the darkening edges of history. I 
felt here, more than anywhere else, the silent dumb amoral weight of 
history. This was the endpoint of our journey, but it was an ending of 
another sort. There was a kind of death squatting here among the ru-
ins of Pecos, a death worse than mere loss of life. This was the death of 
a people, a culture, an entire world. (Preston 1992, 459-460)

It is not difficult to see how Preston was brought to this point in his 
reflections, a point at which he is painfully aware of what has been lost in 
the vortex. On the other hand, as we have seen above, that earlier world 
is not yet entirely dead and one could at the site reflect instead on how 
the story of this place has been given new life, by excellent accounts like 
Preston’s, for example, by the Park, and by the repatriation of artifacts that 
happened not long after Preston’s visit.

In his Majestic Journey (1987) Stewart Udall offers his own account of 
Coronado’s entrada as part of a larger effort Udall makes in this book to 
re-position the Spanish history in the region, recovering it from the four 
centuries of neglect and disdain it has suffered at the hands of Anglo-Eu-
ropeans and -Americans. About our subject, Udall writes:

The narrow valley occupied by the Pecos Indians is drenched in his-
tory. […] Here one can absorb a millennial story of human striving 
that begins with antiquity and ends when the first railroad engines 
surmounted Glorieta Pass in 1880. (Udall 1987, 96-97)

This is a place, he has written, “to pause and ponder where our civili-
zation came from — and where it is going.”
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Preston begins the account of his recapitulation of Coronado’s entrada 
by telling a little story of something that happened to him before he con-
ceived the project, not long after he arrived in Santa Fe as an immigrant 
from the American Northeast. One evening in March, he had walked to a 
little hillock behind his house to watch the sun set. He noticed at his feet 
“what looked like a few shards of glass glinting in the sun.”

Disgusted, I reached down to collect them, only to discover that they 
weren’t glass at all, but flakes of obsidian, each chip as thin and precise 
as a contact lens. Many centuries ago, an Indian had stopped here and 
deftly flaked out an arrowhead before continuing on his way. It was 
a perfect little spot to stop for a rest, with a view of the bosque sur-
rounding the Santa Fe River, and out across the plains south of town; 
an excellent place to search for game or an enemy. Or maybe, to this 
unknown knapper, it was just a lovely view.
 It was a moving, and unsettling, little discovery. In coming to New 
Mexico, I had unexpectedly felt myself an alien—an immigrant—in 
my own country, and this lithic scatter reinforced this feeling. I was 
reminded that we Americans are interlopers on this continent; that 
we have built our great and towering civilization on the wreckage of a 
past that we know almost nothing about and can scarcely comprehend. 
This sprinkling of obsidian, this trash of a distant time, represented 
something that had once been alive and vibrant, and that had left its 
ghostly traces all over the Southwest. (Preston 1992, 18-19)

We might wish to note that “we Americans” now must be imagined as 
including the descendants of the Pecos people now living at Jemez Pueblo, 
for example, not just immigrants from the American Northeast. But this is 
a common enough error, and what is more important here, I think, is that 
it would seem that Preston found a place of power on that little hillock, 
the power coming in this case both from Preston’s realization of his own 
great ignorance about what had come before in this place and from his 
powerful sense of connection with those who had preceded him in time.

It is time now for a confession. I’m not really sure what a harmonic con-
vergence is or how I could be sure I had achieved one, or been part of one, 
since it seems to be a communal achievement. I do feel confident, however, in 
joining Willa Cather, Josiah Gregg, Susan Magoffin, Scott Momaday, Doug-
las Preston, Stuart Udall, and others, including the dedicated and enthusi-
astic Park Rangers I have spoken with at Pecos National Historical Park, in 
saying that this is a place of power. In this place one may access this power 
from a number of different starting points, and enter a range of what might 
be described as vortexes of imagination and interpretation. The power that 
is in this place is not, however, to be achieved in some purely aesthetic or 
technical fashion. The Pecos River Valley is a beautiful place but not one, 
it seems to me, whose beauty seems all by itself to produce the power that 
is there. Nor would I expect that someone standing among the remains of 
Pecos Pueblo, now not much more than humped piles of dirt, excavated ki-
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vas and parts of the walls of a ruined mission church, would be able to sense 
this power simply by employing techniques of group meditation. As I see it, 
the power of this place is accessible only, or perhaps I should be more care-
ful and say primarily, when the observer has attained a kind of knowledge 
we might call humanistic, that is, historical and literary and, I would want 
to say, rhetorical since the rhetorical kind of knowledge, I believe, entails 
a special appreciation of specific situation and dramatic action. From the 
rhetorical point of view, for example, we may appreciate more readily how 
the power of the place might differ substantially depending on whether the 
person attempting to get access to that power was, say, a current resident at 
Jemez Pueblo, a resident of the town of Pecos, a neo-native from Santa Fe, 
a native from elsewhere in the American Southwest, a Civil War buff, an 
American historian, a Secretary of the Interior concerned with Indian issues, 
as Stewart Udall was; a trader, a trucker, a Texan. I can certainly imagine that 
this place could speak powerfully to all such people and that it might, fur-
thermore, help the people visiting the place to imagine themselves as other 
people, that the power here could be in this way sympathetic, harmonic, con-
vergent. This, it seems to me, is a kind of power especially to be cherished.
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(fig. 1) Photograph of a Feast Day Mass in the Mission Church at Pecos National Historical 
Park with painting of Our Lady of Porciuncula over the altar. Taken by the author
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(fig. 2) Photograph of the ruins of the Mission Church with an excavated kiva in the 
foreground. Taken by the author

(fig. 3) Photograph of North Ruins of Pecos Pueblo. Taken by the author
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(fig. 4) Photograph of Tex Austin’s Forked Lightning Ranch. Taken by the author



THE CREATION OF THE AMERICAN SOUTHWEST AS A SITE 
FOR MILITARY-INDUSTRIAL ADVENTURE

John Warnock

In “The Southwest: An Essay on the Land,” written to accompany a col-
lection of photographs of the Southwest by Ansel Adams, Lawrence Clark 
Powell, the well-known and devoted modern commentator on the Ameri-
can Southwest, evoked the region and its history in the following terms: 

I have taken my place in the company of travelers in the Southwest, and 
I go with their books in my baggage and their ghosts at my side. They 
are friendly ghosts. Some are heroic, more are obscure. First came Don 
Francisco Vasquez de Coronado. Although he did not find the Golden 
Cities of Cibola (they proved to be the adobe pueblos of the Indians), 
Coronado surely had a great trip. If there was no poetry in him when 
in 1540 he and his men marched up the valley of the San Pedro, deep 
into Arizona and New Mexico and as far as the present-day Nebras-
ka, was he indifferent to the sky’s blueness and its glitter at night? To 
his dying day did he not remember the smell of mesquite with which 
his men made their fires? Four hundred and thirty-six years later, the 
valley of the San Pedro is still thicketed with huge mesquites. If Coro-
nado came for gold and Kino for God, now in our time the poet and 
the photographer come for the glory of form and the color of earth 
and sky. (Powell, in Adams 1976, xix)

A reading of the scanty documentary record of Coronado’s expedition 
makes it clear why Professor Powell felt he needed to put into interrogatory 
form his speculations about whether Coronado appreciated the landscape 
of the American Southwest. There is in fact no evidence that Coronado and 
his troops were anything but indifferent to the southwestern sky’s “blue-
ness” and its “glitter at night” or to the smell of mesquite with which his 
men made their fires, or to the “glory of form” that Powell and other modern 
commentators take to be a fundamental feature of the American Southwest.

Coronado has not been alone in his apparent insensitivity to what we 
now take to be the charms of the American Southwest. His project in com-
ing to the Southwest, or what for him was the Northern Frontier of New 
Spain, was of course conquest and plunder, on the model of what Cortez 
had achieved just twenty years earlier in Mexico City/Tenochtitlan. He was 
seeking the Cities of Gold not to appreciate their splendor but to get the 
gold. Because he didn’t get the gold, his expedition was accounted a failure.

G. Prampolini, A. Pinazzi (eds), The Shade of the Saguaro / La sombra del saguaro. Essays on the Literary Cultures of 
the American Southwest / Ensayos sobre las culturas literarias del suroeste norteamericano, ISBN (online) 978-88-
6655-393-9, 2013 Firenze University Press
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We may be able to make Coronado’s motives more palatable by recog-
nizing that he was accompanied, as were all the conquistadors, by Friars 
whose official aim was to save the souls of any heathen inhabitants who 
might be encountered by converting them to Christianity. The Friars’ ex-
peditions could be accounted a success if they saved one soul, even if they 
lost their own lives in the process, which not a few did over time, includ-
ing, perhaps, those who stayed behind when Coronado went home.

The Friars’ contribution here is a form of what Mary Pratt calls “anti-
conquest.” In her wonderful book, Imperial Eyes (1992), which is a study of 
how Southern Africa and the New World were “produced” for European 
colonization by the travel writing of the eighteenth and nineteenth centu-
ries, notably that of the German naturalist Alexander von Humboldt, Pratt 
shows elegantly and convincingly how these regions were depopulated, not 
only in actuality by virtue of disease and military conquest, but by virtue 
of the representations like von Humboldt’s, even and maybe especially be-
cause they were offered under the aegis of natural science, as they were in 
the case of von Humboldt. “Anti-conquest,” as she adumbrates the idea, is

a series of strategies of representation whereby European bourgeois 
subjects seek to secure their innocence in the same moment as they 
assert European hegemony. The term “anti-conquest” was chosen be-
cause […] in travel and exploration writings these strategies of inno-
cence are constituted in relation to older imperial rhetorics of conquest 
associated with the absolutist era. The main protagonist of the anti-
conquest is a figure I sometimes call the “seeing-man,” an admittedly 
unfriendly label for the European male subject of European landscape 
discourse — he whose imperial eyes passively look out and possess. 
(Pratt 1992, 7)

In this treatment, I will employ Pratt’s idea of anti-conquest as a lens 
for considering some of the “strategies of representation” that have 
made American Southwest a site for what I’m calling military-industrial 
adventure.

When Coronado didn’t find gold, he went home, that is, back to Mexico, 
dying there thirteen years later in much reduced circumstances. Not un-
til about fifty years after he left, did the Spanish return to the region, com-
ing this time not as gold seekers but as colonizers and defenders of Empire, 
and also, we may say, as anti-conquerors, as civilizers and savers of souls. 
Friars did sometimes venture forth without benefit of the military but not 
often, and it was usually unwise to do so, unless martyrdom was one’s aim. 
In the absence of the powers of conquest, anti-conquest tends not to thrive.

In 1680, about a hundred years after the settlers came, the Indians of 
what is now northern New Mexico came together and drove the Spanish 
out of the region, all the way south down the Camino Real to El Paso del 
Norte. The mission churches of the anti-conquest did not survive for long 
after the Spanish retreated. But they were back in 1698, accompanied by a 
Marian statue that came to be called La Conquistadora after prayers to her 
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on the army’s approach to Santa Fe were followed by a peaceful reoccupa-
tion of the city. This peaceful reoccupation has been recapitulated and cel-
ebrated in Santa Fe almost every year since, for over three hundred years 
now, in an annual procession in La Conquistadora’s honor.

For another hundred and twenty-three years, as the colonies along the 
east coast of what is now the United States consolidated their position and 
became the United States of America, what is now the American South-
west remained a part of the northernmost region of New Spain. Through-
out that time Americans were not welcome there. My guess is that Lewis 
and Clark stayed as far north as they did on their mission to the Pacific 
Ocean not just because of the interposition of the Rocky Mountains but 
also because they didn’t want to end up in a Spanish jail.

This state of affairs changed in 1821 with the success of the Mexican 
Revolution. Perhaps partly because the new nation of Mexico didn’t have 
the resources to protect its northern frontier and partly because the new 
Mexicans imagined they might benefit from American trade, it now be-
came possible for Americans to enter the region, traveling southwest down 
the trail to Santa Fe, the erstwhile capital of the northern provinces. That, 
however, was just the first leg for most traders, who turned south at San-
ta Fe and continued another thousand miles or so on the Camino Real, 
through the Mexican state of Chihuahua to Durango. At this stage of the 
game, the Americans came as traders, not as potential settlers, even if set-
tling was what they ended up doing.

This era is nicely represented in one of the important representations of 
the region, Josiah Gregg’s classic Commerce of the Prairies, first published 
in 1844, while what is now the American Southwest was still the Mexican 
north. Gregg, who interestingly enough was one of the first of many trav-
elers who would come to the American Southwest with lungs impaired 
by tuberculosis, had traded energetically on the Santa Fe trail and points 
south between 1831 and 1840. His book is rich with detail and story, but I 
can remember in my school days thinking that Gregg’s foregrounding of 
“commerce” in his title marked him as particularly venal and insensitive 
to his historic mission of settling the West. I had it backwards, of course: 
Gregg’s title indexed the fact that the Santa Fe trail was about trade first-
of-all, not settlement, let alone touristic appreciation. Trade was an im-
portant part of what was going on in the American Northwest too, but 
the not-yet-American Southwest was different in that it, unlike the rest of 
the American West, had been settled to some extent already by Europe-
ans, not only by aboriginals whom, as Pratt shows, we Eurocentrists al-
ready had well-developed strategies for “disappearing.” The presence of 
the Europeans made the civilizing motive not as immediately available as 
a strategy of anti-conquest.

Another traveler who came down the Trail before it became part of the 
American Southwest, just before, was young Susan Magoffin, who came in 
1846 as the eighteen-year-old bride of the established trader from Kentucky, 
Samuel Magoffin. The Magoffins, like Gregg and other American traders, 
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had no intention of settling in the West or Mexico. They came only as trad-
ers, innocently enough, we might say, except that in this case the Magoffins 
came in the company of General Kearney’s Army of the West, which was 
at that moment manifesting America’s destiny in the Mexican-American 
War. At the same time that they plied their trade, Samuel Magoffin and 
his brother, also a trader on the Trail, clearly saw themselves as in service 
to Kearney’s army. Susan Magoffin, however, was on her honeymoon and 
though she was not without patriotic feelings, she saw herself primarily 
as having a wonderful adventure, which indeed she was.

We Anglo-Americans developed strategies soon enough for, if not exactly 
disappearing the Hispanic Europeans who already inhabited the region, then 
at least marking them as obviously in need of our civilizing services. One 
of the engaging features of Susan Magoffin’s journal is the way in which — 
even though she was a young girl and a member of one of the first families 
of Kentucky — she resists the already conventional ways of not-seeing the 
Mexican and Indian people she moved among. She was pregnant as they ap-
proached Santa Fe on the trail. Susan compares the European attitudes and 
practices around childbirth to the ones she observed among the Indians, by 
no means entirely in favor of the former (Magoffin 1982, 68).

After the Mexican-American War, in the 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hi-
dalgo, the new state of Mexico ceded half of its territory to the United States 
constituting that territory for the first time as the American Southwest and 
opening it to whatever purposes Americans might have. One of the very 
first purposes was, as Coronado’s had been, the acquisition of gold, since 
the California Gold Rush began the year the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo 
was signed. In the interior of the American Southwest, however, one of the 
principal occupations soon became that of the map-maker and surveyor. 
Surveying and map-making may be imagined as relatively innocent activi-
ties, as can the botanizing of Alexander von Humboldt, but of course they 
are not. They consolidate conquest and attempt to domesticate their objects 
of consideration. Here are two frequently-quoted representations of the re-
gion by people who were engaged as government surveyors during this time. 
The first is the famous not-to-say notorious observation by one Lieutenant 
Joseph Christmas Ives in 1857 concerning what is now considered one of 
the glories of the American Southwest, the Grand Canyon.

It [the Grand Canyon] looks like the Gates of Hell. The region […] is, of 
course, altogether valueless. Ours has been the first and will undoubt-
edly be the last, party of whites to visit the locality. It seems intended by 
nature that the Colorado River along the greater portion of its lonely and 
majestic way, shall be forever unvisited and undisturbed. (Ives 1965, 75)

Lieutenant Ives’ language gives us an American Southwest that is “al-
together valueless,” at least to “whites,” though it does show him not alto-
gether impervious to the “lonely and majestic” nature it affords. Lt. Ives 
was not good at foretelling the future, however. Not long after he wrote 
these words, he joined the Confederate Army to fight in the American Civ-
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il War, for one thing, and for another in 2001 alone the South Rim of the 
Grand Canyon was visited by over 2,000,000 people most of whom were 
probably white. Lt. Ives can of course be forgiven for not foreseeing the 
Age of Tourism and seeing instead, as he stood on the rim of the Grand 
Canyon, a region that was and would remain depopulated, an empty quar-
ter, an obstacle to volition.

The Civil War did touch the American Southwest in interesting ways in 
spite of the region’s distance from most of the action. A little known chap-
ter of that war is an audacious military adventure by a group of Confeder-
ate Texans who came up from the south along the Rio Grande into New 
Mexico Territory in an attempt to capture the Colorado Gold Fields and 
then go on to open a path to the Pacific Ocean as a way of defeating the 
Union blockade. The adventure produced some early successes in southern 
New Mexico, and the Texans actually occupied Santa Fe for a short time 
before their enterprise came to an inglorious end some ten miles further 
up the Santa Fe Trail during a battle with Union forces in the region of 
Glorieta Pass. The Battle of Glorieta Pass could easily have gone the other 
way, and for sheer military adventure, this episode would be hard to top, 
but it is an episode that is infrequently taken to be a significant part of 
the history of the American Civil War or of the region, except perhaps for 
those New Mexicans who see it as yet another instance of the perfidy and 
over-reaching of the good citizens of the state of Texas.

After the Civil War, the American Southwest became for a time a kind 
of refuge for the “cowboy” and the “outlaw,” not to mention the robbers 
and profiteers of the group of entrepreneurs known as the Santa Fe Ring, 
while government surveys of the region and the suppression of the Indians 
continued apace. Nonetheless, before the railroad penetrated the American 
Southwest, it remained a forbidding region. Consider this characteriza-
tion by Clarence King in an article that appeared in the Atlantic Monthly 
in 1871 about a journey King had taken in the desert Southwest in 1866.

Spread out before us lay the desert, stark and glaring, its rigid hill 
chains lying in disordered groupings, in attributes of the dead. The 
bare hills are cut out with sharp gorges, and over their stone skeletons, 
scanty earth clings in folds, like shrunken flesh: they are the emaciat-
ed corpses of once noble ranges now lifeless, outstretched as in a long 
sleep. Ghastly colors define them from the ashen plain in which their 
feet are buried. Far in the south were a procession of whirlwind col-
umns slowly moving across the desert in spectral dimness. A white 
light beat down, dispelling the last trace of shadow, and above hung 
the burnished shield of hard, pitiless sky. (King 1871, 611-612)

King finds even less to recommend the region than did Lt. Ives. Not a hint 
of “lonely and majestic” nature here. This kind of death-drenched descrip-
tion of the region would not be out of place in that apotheosis of the “hard” 
and the “pitiless” — Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian (1983), a novel 
that is set in the region and during the time immediately following the 
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Mexican-American War. King is as hard put as Ives was to find “value” 
in the region. We might be tempted to say that both King and Ives were 
responding to the southwestern desert as a European or a Eurocentric 
American would. Europe is, we may want to recall, the only continent that 
has no deserts and in the European Judeo-Christian tradition, the desert 
is usually an infernal Dantesque place of exile and punishment. Travelers 
from the eastern United States may take it as such even today. It can also 
be a place of spiritual renewal in that tradition, but that is not a dynamic 
we see operating in King’s remarks or McCarthy’s novel.

In the work of Major John Wesley Powell, we see a number of the mo-
tives we have been considering coming together in a particularly interest-
ing way. Powell was a veteran of the Civil War, a Unionist, who had served 
as a military engineer and lost an arm at the Battle of Shiloh. Powell’s first 
major venture into the American Southwest occurred in 1869, a few years 
after King made the grim observations reported above, when he under-
took to float down the lonely and majestic course of the Green and Colo-
rado Rivers, through what was at that point the last unmapped region of 
the United States, into the great unknown of Grand Canyon and beyond. 
He managed this remarkable feat with several companions (losing some 
along the way), in wooden boats (losing some of these along the way also), 
carrying with him scientific instruments he used to take measurements. 
Two years later he repeated the feat, doing even more measuring and map-
ping. In the end he was able to report back to the eastern authorities an 
important datum that applied to the whole region beyond the hundredth 
meridian: it was dry out there and unsuited to agriculture. This, we may 
think, wasn’t exactly news but at the time it also was not the characteriza-
tion of the area that was being promoted by the railroads and other entre-
preneurs who at the time were urging young men to “Go West.” It is not an 
exaggeration to say that Powell spent the rest of his life trying to rescue the 
American Southwest from the visions of these promoters, first in his post 
as the second director of the new United States Geological Survey (1881-
1894) and from 1879 on as the founding director of the Smithsonian In-
stitution’s Bureau of Ethnology. His dedication to the work of the Bureau 
of Ethnology makes it clear that he saw the American Southwest not as an 
empty quarter nor as a region destined to remain forever unvisited but as 
a region with cultures worthy of study and respect. He did not object to 
the industrial project of, as Rebecca Solnit puts it, turning landscape into 
real estate, but he did want it done honestly and with respect for what had 
come before, impulses not likely to endear him to the developers. In these 
impulses, we can see him operating in relation to the industrial conquer-
ors in a way not entirely unlike that of the Friars in the New World, who 
were not always mere collaborators in conquest, but sometimes also forc-
es for restraint. We must acknowledge, I think, anti-conquest can do this 
too, that it is not a mere facilitator of conquest.

At the turn of the century, however, when it began to be recognized 
that the conditions beyond (that is west of) the hundredth meridian that 
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made it unsuited to agriculture and settlement might be greatly amelio-
rated by the building of dams on the rivers of the American Southwest, 
Major Powell’s observations might have been found more than a little use-
ful to the promoters of this new industrial enterprise in the region. The 
turn of the century marked the beginning of what is often referred to as 
the heroic age of dam building in the American Southwest. At about this 
time, planning began for what would be the world’s first mega-dam, the 
Hoover Dam in the Black Canyon of the Colorado River, the dam itself 
being built, with considerable loss of life, during the depths of the Great 
Depression and opened by President Roosevelt in 1935. During the heroic 
age of dam building, the American Southwest was clearly seen as an en-
gineering challenge, but not just that. As the adjective suggests, meeting 
that challenge was seen to call for a kind of heroic enterprise, which was 
part of a new kind of adventure, perhaps more innocent than the military 
ventures that had preceded it, perhaps less innocent than the heroic and 
disinterested explorations of explorer-scientists like Major Powell or the 
aesthetic appreciations of visitors like John C. Van Dyke, to whose man-
ner of seeing the desert Southwest we now turn.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, a decade or two after the 
railroads had penetrated into the American Southwest, there is a turn in 
how the desert is represented, a turn I will exemplify in a passage from 
John Van Dyke’s The Desert, a book first published in 1901.

The first going-down into the desert is always something of a sur-
prise. The fancy has pictured one thing; the reality shows quite an-
other thing […]. [T]he desert has none of the charms [of landscapes 
in New England, France, or Austria]. Nor is it a livable place […]. It is 
stern, harsh, repellent. But what tongue shall tell the majesty of it, the 
eternal strength of it, the poetry of its wide-spread chaos, the sublim-
ity of its lonely desolation! […]. Everything within its borders seems 
fighting to maintain itself against destroying forces. There is a war of 
elements and a struggle for existence going on here that for ferocity is 
unparalled elsewhere in nature. (Van Dyke 1901, 23-26)

Van Dyke, an art historian at Rutgers University in New Jersey, finds 
in his “first going-down into the desert,” positive aesthetic values there, a 
“majesty,” at the same time that he sees it as a site of a ferocious Darwinian 
“struggle for existence.” Himself he sees as engaged in a kind of struggle to 
free himself from the “fancy” of the representations of the desert he came 
down into it with. He sees it, as Ives and King had, not as a “livable place” 
but as “stern, harsh, repellent.” He is clearly in the tradition of those who, 
beginning with Coronado, came into the American Southwest as visitors, 
intending not to stay there but to return to some more congenial home, in 
Van Dyke’s case to the regions in the American Northeast that the Ameri-
can Southwest was southwest of. But Van Dyke does find value in the desert 
Southwest, seeing it as a place of “majesty” and “sublimity” and, by analogy 
with the struggle for existence, a place of spiritual struggle and renewal.
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Van Dyke seems more conscious than do many other observers 
that while the American Southwest is an actual place, it is also an idea, 
something that has been and is being represented in many forms and 
discourses, literary ones among them. Painterly representations were 
certainly a part of the picture. In the twentieth century, photographic 
representations have been salient. In any case, except those who were 
born and grew up there, the American Southwest is known first-of-all 
not as a place but as a representation of a place. When it comes to the 
American Southwest, Baudrillard’s claim that the similacrum precedes 
(or “precesses”) the real is for most people of European ancestry a state-
ment of simple historical fact.

Van Dyke is clearly one of the “seeing-men” that Pratt postulates. He 
was, as we said, an art historian before he became a solitary and, he in-
vites us to conclude, heroic sojourner in the desert Southwest. His project, 
as he saw it, was to re-present the desert Southwest in ways that recovered 
it from the misrepresentations of his predecessors, a common rhetorical 
staging strategy for writers, as Harold Bloom helped us see a while ago in 
his A Map of Misreading (1975). Van Dyke claimed to be setting out the 
“truth” or the “facts” of the desert, as against the misrepresentations of 
those who saw it only as a barren place, and also as against those of the 
“poet with his fancies who [will] come hereafter” (Van Dyke 1901, ix). 
His account is also characterized by an active nostalgia for what had al-
ready disappeared in the rest of the Euro-centric world, as he saw it, and 
was soon to disappear in the desert Southwest, he had no doubt. Final-
ly, it is characterized by an eliding of the history of the region, a history 
that would require foregrounding the presence of the Indian peoples and 
the Spanish who had anticipated his “first going-down.” His representa-
tion, like those of many other modern writers who have written about the 
American Southwest, is one that removes the region from its lived and liv-
ing history and projects for it a future of inevitable degradation and loss. 
In the light of Pratt’s ideas, we may see all these moves — his claims to be 
telling truth, his nostalgia, and his elision of the history of the region — 
as strategies for securing not only a primacy but also a kind of innocence 
for his work of representation.

Van Dyke first came down into the American Southwest on the train. 
I don’t know that for a fact, but by 1898 he certainly had that option and 
it would be more than a little surprising if it weren’t so. When the trains 
penetrated into the American Southwest, they enabled a kind of appre-
ciation of the region that had been hard to come by for those who could 
travel only on foot or horseback. When the Atchison Topeka and Santa Fe 
railroad had come down the Santa Fe Trail into the American Southwest 
in 1880, however, it had made a fateful turn. Twenty miles short of San-
ta Fe, the railroad was diverted south away from that storied city, south 
toward the more commercially convenient Albuquerque. That turning 
almost killed Santa Fe. The city that had been the northernmost capital 
of New Spain and the terminus of the Santa Fe Trail quickly fell on very 
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hard economic times. Its population declined significantly. In the 1920s, 
however, not long after New Mexico became a state, a group of immi-
grants from the eastern United States moved to Santa Fe and, doubtless 
motivated in part by a reading of Van Dyke, very consciously set about 
re-creating Santa Fe as a place of special charm and authenticity, drawing 
not just upon the natural beauty of the region, as Van Dyke had, but also 
upon its history and its indigenous cultures, the Hispanic as well as the 
Indian. They undertook, we may say, to develop and consolidate the idea 
of the American Southwest not just as a place where fortunes might be 
mended but as a place where souls might be, as a land not just of oppor-
tunity and freedom and heroic enterprise, but as a “territory” that we, like 
Huckleberry Finn, might “light out to” when things got too complicated, 
or maybe just too worn out, at home. Pratt would like us to notice that this 
idea of the American Southwest did not just co-exist with the idea of it as 
an engineering challenge and a place for mending fortunes. As a form of 
what she calls “anti-conquest,” it was both enabled by the economic and 
industrial development in the region and an enabler of it.

As the construction of the dams started, and big agriculture began to 
spread throughout the Imperial Valley in California and any other part 
of the region that could get access to the dammed water, the Southwest 
became all too obviously a place that was being “conquered” by American 
enterprise. At just this time, a very important figure in the anti-conquest 
of the West and Southwest emerged, Ansel Adams. Adams’ photographs 
have acquired an extraordinary salience as simulacra for the American 
Southwest. It is apparent that they are aspects of the anti-conquest of the 
American Southwest in precisely the way Pratt adumbrates the idea. Ad-
ams is nonpareil as a “seeing-man” (when a photograph of him appeared 
on the cover of Time magazine in 1979, it was over the title “The Master 
Eye”). Whatever else they may be, his photographs are, I am arguing, “strat-
egies of representation whereby European bourgeois subjects seek to secure 
their innocence in the same moment as they assert European hegemony.”

About his project of photographing the West, Adams wrote, in a com-
ment on his 1942 photograph “White House Ruin:”

The early settlers of the West brought back to civilization tales and 
images of wonder from the vast domains beyond the Mississippi. The 
carefully conducted government surveys were as accurate as they could 
be at the time, but there were tall tales in descriptive literature and 
impossibly theatrical paintings, mostly by inferior artists, that sent 
hordes to visit or migrate to the wondrous lands. While extraordi-
nary to the adventurous spirit, many of these lands were inhospitable 
and dangerous, yielding disaster as well as excitement, poverty more 
often than bonanza, to men and women hardy enough to reach their 
geographic goals. […]
I have thought about this land while traveling through it and observ-
ing its precarious status quo: beautiful, yet on the verge of disaster.
[…] [T]he numerous ruins of abandoned settlements tucked away in 



JOHN WARNOCK438 438 

the canyons, caves, and cliffs throughout the arid lands, have an impor-
tant message for our society, endangered by its arrogant exploitation. 
(Adams 1983, 130-131) 

In this comment, Adams joins forces with Van Dyke in several respects: 
in seeing himself as “correcting” earlier representations, in recognizing 
the “inhospitable” quality of the land, and in seeing himself as portray-
ing in the western landscape an “endangered” subject. His invocation of 
the surveys, which he says were “as accurate as they could be at the time,” 
suggests that he, like Van Dyke, sees his own work as offering greater “ac-
curacy” than earlier representations.

But when we consider Adams’ practice more carefully, some interest-
ing wrinkles emerge. In his later years, Adams was often praised for his 
compositional skill as a photographer and as an artist in the darkroom, 
and he himself never pretended that he was simply “taking” pictures of 
“nature.” In Examples: The Making of 40 Photographs (1983), a book pub-
lished near the end of his life, he noted the following about “Monolith, 
The Face of Half Dome, Yosemite National Park,” the famous 1927 pho-
tograph of Yosemite’s Half Dome he claimed as a point of origin for his 
career as a photographer:

Over the years I became increasingly aware of the importance of vi-
sualization. The ability to anticipate—to see in the mind’s eye, so to 
speak—the final print while viewing the subject makes it possible to 
apply the numerous controls of the craft in precise ways that contrib-
ute to achieving the desired result.1 (Adams 1983, 5)

Here Adams privileges a priori “visualization” over the actuality of the 
subject and puts his technical skills in the service of that visualization, just 
as, we might think, the designer of Hoover Dam did, or perhaps as one 
of those “poets” denigrated by Adams might. In comments about other 
photographs, as for instance “Moon and Half Dome, Yosemite National 
Park, California, 1960,” the consequences of this position are played out 
further. In one of these comments, Adams seems to commit himself to 
taking the land as he finds it:

There is always the chance that the best visualized remote images can-
not be achieved; the optimum viewpoint may be physically inaccessible 
and the view cluttered with unexpected and unmanageable foliage, etc. 
I have had many such disappointments, taxing both patience and ego! 
One photographer, around 1870, trimmed all but the top branches of a 
fir tree so that a clear view of Yosemite Valley could be obtained from 
the old Wawona Road. The effect was horrible, both in the photograph 

1 The photographs by Ansel Adams and Richard Misrach henceforth discussed 
are visible in the volumes by either author listed below, in “Works Cited”.
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and in the landscape! I might remove a dead twig or a beer can from 
the field of view, but the original scene (excepting the beer can!) should 
be preserved for future observers. (Adams 1983, 134)

Removing a beer can is, we might think, no more (and no less) a viola-
tion of “accuracy” than is correcting a student writer’s grammar. But in a 
comment about what is certainly among Adams’ best known photographs, 
“Winter Sunrise, Sierra Nevada, from Lone Pine, California, 1944,” he in-
genuously tells us the following story:

The enterprising youth of the Lone Pine High School had climbed the 
rocky slopes of the Alabama Hills and whitewashed a huge white L P 
for the world to see. It is a hideous and insulting scar on one of the 
great vistas of our land, and shows in every photograph made of the 
area. I ruthlessly removed what I could of the L P from the negative (in 
the left-hand hill), and have always spotted out any remaining trace 
in the print. I have been criticized by some for doing this, but I am 
not enough of a purist to perpetuate the scar and thereby destroy—
for me, at least—the extraordinary beauty and perfection of the scene. 
(Adams 1983, 165)

We may disagree as to whether Adams should have done what he did 
— “ruthlessly,” as he says, to alter this photograph in this way, but I as-
sume we will not disagree that doing so removes the photograph from the 
realms where we ought to concern ourselves about the “accuracy” of the 
representation, taking it instead into the realms where our response to the 
photograph may be governed by the conventions we associate with fiction-
al art, where we can notice an innocence being created by Adams’ gesture 
that isn’t really there at the site. Adams asserts, interestingly, that only a 
“purist” would insist on not “spott[ing] out” the letters, but it is equally 
clear that the spotting out is itself an act of purification. “The scene” that 
possesses “the extraordinary beauty and perfection” represented by the 
photograph is not the-scene-as-it-is-in-reality but the scene that Adams 
visualized and realized for us by altering what the camera recorded. We 
may feel that Adams’ spotting out is an act that should be judged differ-
ently from the spotting out of the native peoples in the literary representa-
tions of the New World that were offered by the nineteenth-century travel 
writers that Mary Pratt deals with. But if we do, it cannot be because one 
representation is more accurate than the other. It will have to be because 
we consider that his ends justify his means.

A particularly dramatic appearance of the workings of both conquest 
and anti-conquest in the development of the American Southwest as a site 
of military-industrial adventure is found, it seems to me, in the story of 
Site Y of the Manhattan Project, now known as the Los Alamos National 
Laboratory, the place where during World War II the first atomic bombs 
were designed and built. When President Franklin Roosevelt made the de-
cision in 1942 to authorize an effort to build such a bomb, the person put 
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in charge of the project was the American Army General Leslie Groves, an 
officer in the Army Corps of Engineers who had just overseen the build-
ing of the Pentagon, an engineer through and through. The Manhattan 
Project had several divisions. Two of its divisions were primarily indus-
trial, the one at Oak Ridge, Tennessee, that would be devoted to producing 
the highly enriched uranium necessary for the bomb and one at Hanford 
in western Washington state, where the newly discovered fissile fuel, plu-
tonium, would be produced in big nuclear reactors (plutonium is always 
one of the byproducts of the fission of uranium in a nuclear reactor) and 
chemically extracted from irradiated fuel rods, and finally a Scientific Di-
vision that would do the actual design and testing of the bomb. To head 
the Scientific Division, Groves chose J. Robert Oppenheimer, a physicist 
working at the time at the University of California at Berkeley, the place 
where plutonium had been discovered only the previous year by two of 
Oppenheimer’s colleagues.

Oppenheimer was an Easterner who had grown up in Manhattan in 
privileged circumstances, but who had frequently vacationed in northern 
New Mexico during the ’30s and by 1942 had even bought a small place 
on the Pecos River in the Sangre de Cristo Mountains east of Santa Fe. 
He had ridden horseback a good deal in the Sangre de Cristos, in the Rio 
Grande valley to the west of those mountains, and in the Jemez Moun-
tains that rise there west of the Rio Grande valley. He recommended that 
Groves place the headquarters of the Scientific Division, also known as 
Site Y, in the Jemez Mountains.

Groves, an engineer, was concerned about two things, secrecy and se-
curity, and he thought that the site Oppenheimer showed him on the Paja-
rito Plateau in the Jemez would indeed offer both. Oppenheimer, however, 
was concerned about something else also, about finding a site where the 
scientists he was going to have to recruit, who clearly would be working 
under great pressure, might have a place for recreation, for getting their 
minds off their work. There was much near Site Y that might perform that 
function, the spectacular Valle Grande at the top of the Jemez, which was 
actually the caldera of the huge volcano that had created the mountains 
not so long before in geological terms, the streams, the forests of Ponder-
osa pine, the beautiful vistas out east across the Rio Grande valley, not to 
mention the spectacular Ancestral Pueblo ruins just off the Pajarito Pla-
teau at Bandelier, also not to mention the living pueblos at the base of the 
Jemez, such as Jemez Pueblo, and Cochiti, and Santa Clara, where Pueb-
lo Indians now lived on sites their people had been occupying when the 
Spanish first arrived in 1540.

The engineer wanted secrecy and security, the scientist wanted that 
too, but he also wanted a place for the scientists, especially, but also for 
the engineers and workers to recreate. Oppenheimer was enough of an en-
gineer to think about this in functional terms, as a matter of helping the 
scientists to do their work better. He was also thinking functionally when 
he argued with Groves about two matters having to do with secrecy and 
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security. Groves wanted the scientists to be inducted into the military so 
that they would be subject to military discipline, and he wanted to impose 
“compartmentalization,” which is the idea that secrecy is preserved best 
when the people working on something know only about what they are 
working on, not about the big picture. Oppenheimer thought the first of 
these, induction into the military, would put a serious hitch in his ability 
to recruit, and that the second of these, compartmentalization, not only 
would contradict the spirit of scientific inquiry, it would impede progress 
in reaching the goal of building an atomic bomb. He prevailed with Groves 
in both arguments. The scientists remained civilians and Oppenheimer 
was left in charge of secrecy and security at the site, with the military be-
ing responsible for secrecy off site.

When we read the memoirs of the scientists and others who worked 
at the site, we see that Oppenheimer chose well in this respect. The de-
signers and builders of the first bombs were in fact working under great 
pressure and were furthermore working on a project that sometimes gave 
them pause, in spite of the fact that they all agreed they had to do this 
thing to keep the enemy from beating them to it. Having the “charms” of 
the American Southwest at hand was important to them, in functional 
and in other ways.

The cultural difference between engineers and scientists that is reflected 
in this story, which we could characterize as a focus on function versus a 
focus on understanding, can be analogized, it seems to me, to the ideas of 
conquest and anti-conquest as Pratt adumbrates them. It is not that these 
two operations oppose each other, as the terms conquest and anti-conquest 
might suggest. As Pratt demonstrates, anti-conquest exists only in rela-
tion to conquest, sometimes as a denial of it perhaps, but in the service of 
it nonetheless. Here we see the charms of the American Southwest as they 
emerged into cultural awareness in the early twentieth century put clearly 
in service to the project of building the all-killing bomb.

The first atomic bomb to be exploded was tested on July 16, 1945, about 
three years after the Manhattan Project was initiated, at a remote site in 
New Mexico a hundred and eighty miles south of Site Y, remoteness be-
ing an undeniable virtue when it comes to testing nuclear weapons. The 
site, now called Trinity after the name Oppenheimer gave to the test, was 
later to be incorporated into a military reservation that was established in 
the area, the White Sands Missile Range, which remains one of the largest 
military reservations in the United States. In what might be seen as an-
other gesture of anti-conquest, a herd of ibex was imported into the site 
and is today to be found grazing there among the coyotes, the road run-
ners, the aliens, and the unexploded ordnance.

About those aliens. Once when I visited the Trinity site, which is cur-
rently open two days a year, I overheard a Military Policeman on duty at 
the site to keep people from picking up the bits of Trinitite they might 
find — Trinitite is a mildly radioactive green glass that was produced at 
the site by the explosion and everyone there, myself included, was look-
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ing for a piece of it — explain to a visitor that they did have to patrol for 
“aliens” at White Sands. For a while I was taken aback, until I realized he 
was talking not about the pilots of the Unidentified Flying Objects that 
have been reported in this area since 1945 but the immigrants from the 
south who these days are recapitulating the entrada of the Spanish con-
quistadors, like them, without benefit of documents, and like them, prob-
ably without much appreciation of the beauties of the country through 
which they are traveling.

For a last look at the dynamic of conquest/anti-conquest in the creation 
of the American Southwest as a site for military-industrial adventure, let 
us turn to another set of photographic representations of the American 
Southwest, representations that seem to me to put us in an especially good 
position to consider what may be the limits of this set of concepts. Rich-
ard Misrach (b. 1949) is an American photographer who has produced a 
considerable body of work and has photographed in a number of differ-
ent locations, but it seems fair to say that his principal place, his “lucky 
place,” if we wanted to use the expression the director John Ford used 
about Monument Valley as a setting for his films, has been the American 
Southwest, in particular the desert Southwest, and even more particularly 
the Nevada Test Site, established in 1951 as a place to test nuclear weap-
ons, and other military sites nearby. Most of Misrach’s work has been col-
lected and published in an on-going series he calls the Desert Cantos, the 
first of which he published in 1979. The titles of the first fourteen cantos 
convey a sense of his subject matter. In order, they are The Terrain, The 
Event, The Flood, The Fires, The War (Bravo 20), The Pit, Desert Seas, The 
Event II, Project W-47 (The Secret), The Test Site, The Playboys, Clouds, The 
Inhabitants, and The Visitors.

It is often remarked that in his photographs Misrach finds ways of mak-
ing the unbeautiful beautiful, as in a series of photographs he took of car-
casses in a pit in Nevada where dead horses had been dumped. But that just 
scratches the surface of what is interesting in his work for our purposes.

In visual representations of the American Southwest, the straight highway 
or fence running out to the disappearing point in the distance is by now very 
nearly a visual cliché. “Bravo 20 Fence” is a photograph by Misrach that plays 
with that cliché. Here we have many of the elements of that cliché, the high sky, 
the space, the sparse vegetation (in this case so sparse as to be quite absent), 
the fence disappearing in the distance (the disappearing point precisely at the 
center of the photograph), a low blue mountain range beyond with a breast-
like peak at its high point. But everything “picturesque” or “authentic” has 
been emptied out of this image. Emptied out also — to speak in terms that the 
photographs of Ansel Adams can evoke — is everything “mysterious,” “awe-
inspiring,” “wild,” “natural.” Here instead we have a land that would seem to 
be as desolate, as infernal, as the ones Lt. Ives and Clarence King gave us or, 
more recently, some of the landscapes Cormac McCarthy gives us in Blood 
Meridian. “Natural” it surely is, of course, just not in the sense that an anti-
conqueror of the American Southwest might wish.
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It would seem “natural,” that is, if the fence were not in the picture, 
and not just in it but crucial to it. The fence changes everything. It is not 
a consoling, familiar fence, like the split rail fences in the cliché, so old 
and wobbly and fallen down that they seem almost to have become part of 
the nature. This fence is intrusive, disturbing, it provokes questions. It is 
straight and tight and uniform and new, like a line on a blueprint, clearly 
a creation of engineers, bespeaking not accommodation or assimilation, 
but volition, even violation, unconscious of itself as bespeaking such, per-
haps, but bespeaking it nonetheless. This much we might infer even before 
we read the legend for the photograph that tells us we are looking at part 
of the fence around a bombing range in Nevada called Bravo 20. When 
we know this, the ground shifts again a little. The question now might be 
which side of the fence we viewers are on, that is, whether we are in the 
bombing range or outside it. That didn’t seem to matter much before. If 
we had to guess, it would probably be that we are outside of it. They don’t 
let just anybody inside those bombing ranges. In more ways than one, we 
may not be welcome here.

Using many of the symbols of anti-conquest, the photograph gives us 
conquest back. We do not see anything we are inclined to call “natural” or 
“charming” or “authentic” or “awe-inspiring.” What we see is both entirely 
real and entirely artificial, and the effect is finally, I would say, unnerving.

More about Bravo 20, after taking a look at another photograph by 
Misrach, “Shuttle Landing, Edwards Air Force Base, 1983.” If we were to 
call up in our minds a picture of something to do with the Space Shuttle 
(forgetting, if we can, the pictures of the two that broke apart in flight), I’m 
guessing we would probably be picturing one of those mighty steaming 
erections on its launch pad or arcing upward at the tip of those pure white 
billows, or the handsome black and white shuttle itself, slightly scorched 
but home again, having touched down and rolling, its drogue chute de-
ployed. NASA, we probably all know, is the unacknowledged child of the 
military missile program in the United States. It was created, in 1958, to 
take the “military” out of the idea of “military-industrial” adventure. The 
images we get from NASA, and I admit I am an avid consumer of them, do 
their best to show us something that is clean, competent, well-organized, 
light-hearted, innocent, adventurous, a representation of good people do-
ing good things for the good of us all, anti-conquest in every way. During 
the Cold War, the Russians saw the space shuttle program in somewhat 
different terms, as a sneaky new way we had devised of allowing the Unit-
ed States to launch and recover spy satellites, and they were not wrong to 
think that, but that is a story for another time.

Misrach’s photograph of the shuttle landing is not the usual NASA 
fare. In this photograph, there is another of those lines that disappears 
into the distance but this time it is a line of the people who have come to 
Edwards Air Force base to watch the shuttle land. They stand in line on 
parched land that is as desolate and flat as the land on the border of Bravo 
20, under the same high bleached-out sky, reduced in their disappearing 



JOHN WARNOCK444 444 

multitudes to individual insignificance. But the shuttle is also so reduced. 
It appears in the photograph as an off-center speck in that bleached sky, so 
small that one could be forgiven for thinking that it was an imperfection in 
the print, an item of even less significance than the people in the line, who 
are neatly arrayed with their lawn chairs and motorcycles, a collection of 
seeing men and women lifting their binoculars toward the sky, by virtue 
of which they expect to see…what? Something that looks much more like 
the pictures they’ve seen of the space shuttle than Misrach’s photograph 
does, no doubt. No doubt they will see this, or think they have seen it, and 
no doubt they will, like the sports fan, feel themselves to have participated 
in some way in this heroic and innocent adventure, despite being almost 
infinitely distant from it. When it’s over, the riders of the motorcycles will 
mount up and roar away with extra verve.

Misrach’s photograph does not set out to represent a triumph of mili-
tary-industrial adventure. Nor, however, does it aspire to offer something 
like a straight-up critique of the shuttle program as, say, a waste of money 
that could be better spent on mass transit. Both of those potentialities are 
emptied out of this photograph. Instead, what we get is a new kind of na-
ture, not nature unspoiled by humanity, as it is so often in Ansel Adams’ 
photographs, nor nature that has been spoiled by human intervention, 
as it sometimes is in the work of “environmental” photographers and in 
other work by Misrach. This is a nature somehow beyond conquest and 
anti-conquest. We humans are in the picture here but what we are doing 
doesn’t amount to much, as astronauts or as spectators. We are just out 
there somewhere.

I’d like to conclude with a consideration of another of Misrach’s pho-
tographs, “Bomb, Destroyed Vehicles, and Lone Rock, Bravo 20 Bombing 
Range, Nevada 1987.” In this photograph the standard lone peak appears 
in the background, but here rather than looking like a kind of guidepost 
or symbol of promise, it is clearly something that functions as a target, 
something to be attacked, reduced. It has not been entirely reduced, but 
the earth everywhere around it has been rendered nearly unrecognizable 
as earth, churned up like chewed food, with debris and ordnance protrud-
ing here and there in “response-to-impact” positions. Here is landscape 
transformed by the hand of man not into real estate but into something 
both real and unreal. It does not, however, to my eye, seem dead. The 
earth here, including the dark pit in the foreground, seems about to swal-
low these efforts of man. The debris and ordnance are returning to their 
origins. There is no conquest here nor, obviously, is there the kind of an-
ti-conquest we see in the cliché. If we see beauty in this photograph, it is 
not a beauty that is easily aligned with good. Adams’ photographs do not 
confront us with this kind of anomie.

At the end of his book of photographs taken at the Bravo 20 site, Mis-
rach proposed that a national park be created at the site and offered de-
signs for the project (Misrach 1990, 95 ff.). This was, as far as I can tell, 
not a tongue-in-cheek proposal though I’m sure he had no expectation 
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that it would be taken seriously by the powers-that-be. But why not? The 
National Park Service has many battle sites in its park system. Still, I ex-
pect most Americans would feel that this site would be something differ-
ent from those, that it would be … inappropriate as one of those National 
Parks that Adams photographed so beautifully in the 1940s. They would 
feel this way, I’m guessing, because the site doesn’t function as anti-con-
quest in the way we want our National Parks to do. The Civil War battle-
field sites I’ve visited bespeak a process of healing more than they do the 
actualities of battle. The battle, we are to infer, was of course terrible but the 
cause was just and the outcome worth the sacrifice. The feelings one has at 
the Little Bighorn, also known as the Custer Battlefield, are more compli-
cated perhaps, especially if one is an American Indian, but not entirely of 
another order. The Bravo 20 site takes us to a place different from either of 
these kinds of battlefield sites. There is no aligning of conquest and anti-
conquest here, as there usually is at our National Parks and monuments.

Misrach is an activist. So, for that matter, in his way, was Ansel Ad-
ams, who was a stalwart in the Sierra Club. But all we can do on the basis 
of Adams’ representations — his visualizations — is dream the impossible 
dream and set ourselves up for inevitable disappointment. We can’t do any-
thing with his nature except see it, appreciate it, and probably mess it up. 
Misrach’s images are bleak and horrific, some might even say hellish in a 
Dantesque way. But to me they offer more room to move, more possibil-
ity of conversation, dialogue, about where we might need to go from here.

When Adams died, Congress named a peak in the Sierra Nevada range 
after him. I suspect they won’t be naming Bravo 20’s Lone Peak after Mis-
rach or accepting his proposal that a National Monument be established 
there. Misrach’s anti-conquest isn’t as convenient to hegemony as Ad-
ams’ is, even though Adams’ work is usually seen as entirely resistant to 
the work of, for example, military-industrial adventure. As I see it, how-
ever, Misrach’s representations might support a more meaningful effort to 
consider the vicissitudes of military-industrial adventure in the American 
Southwest, and maybe even help us find a newer and better way of seeing 
and coming to terms with it.
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PONTIAC ON THE PINNACLE: 
THE AMERICAN SOUTHWEST AS RHETORICAL TOPOS

John Warnock

Topos is a Greek word usually translated into English as “place.” The word’s 
association with rhetoric goes back to Aristotle’s Rhetoric, in which the 
great philosopher developed an account of the “places,” or English speak-
ers might want to say “topics,” where speakers might look for arguments 
in a given case. Some of these “topics” were general, possibly generative 
of arguments across a wide range of situations, like questions of greater/
lesser, better/worse, like/unlike. Some topics were special, offered as gen-
erative of arguments in more specific domains.

When topos was translated into Latin, the word became locus, the root 
of the English word “location,” and in this form it seems to have lost some 
of its Aristotelian rhetorical salience, though not all of it, as we can see in 
expressions like locus communis or locus classicus, the second of which 
carries the implication that what is being cited is not just commonly cited 
but is historically authoritative.

The Greeks didn’t have a word for “reality,” as far as I know. We might 
sometimes translate the word physis so, but that word is more commonly 
translated as “nature.” In any case, for the Greeks, the question of the re-
lation of a topos to what we call “reality” wasn’t as important a question as 
it was for, say, Jean Baudrillard, whose work was importantly devoted to 
arguing that in our postmodern world reality could be argued not to ex-
ist, and representations of reality, if I may translate his idea of simulacra 
so, have become more real than reality. For the Greeks, a “place” seems al-
ways to have been understood as something that wasn’t only real but also 
something that, more importantly, was taken to be real. The New World 
wasn’t really new, nor was the American Southwest the “empty quarter” 
Euroamericans have sometimes taken it to be, but both of those topoi 
have clearly on occasion been taken to be real, real enough to motivate 
major actions.

From a rhetorical point of view, I shall claim here, the question of what 
reality is will usually be translated either into a question of what proofs 
of reality will be accepted by a particular audience as demonstrative, or, 
into a question of how a particular representation of reality works with a 
particular audience, leaving aside questions of whether that reality is re-
ally real (except perhaps as a way of moving from one topos to another). 
In this paper, I will be developing an argument on the latter point, not 
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just about what the current topos of the American Southwest is but how 
it has been created, how it has changed, and how it can be seen to work 
in certain contemporary discourses, automobile advertising for one, and 
Hollywood films for another, with particular attention to the 1991 film 
Thelma and Louise, directed by Ridley Scott.

The “American Southwest” is a real place, certainly. But we might be-
gin here by noticing the fact that a descriptor like “the American South-
west” is not an innocent, simply objective descriptor for that real place. 
For one thing, it invites the question “southwest of what?” which is just 
the question Reed Way Dasenbrock asks in his provocative 1992 essay by 
that name in which he undertakes to adumbrate important features of 
classical “southwestern” literature. To this may be added the historical 
fact that the region we now call the American Southwest was properly to 
be referred to, in European circles, at least, as the Spanish Norte, or more 
precisely the New Spanish North, for two hundred and eighty-one years, 
which at the moment is a longer period than the one during which it has 
been proper to refer to the region as the American Southwest. With the 
success of the Mexican Revolution in 1821, it became proper to refer to the 
region as the northern provinces of Mexico. Only with Mexico’s defeat in 
the Mexican-American War and the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe 
Hidalgo in 1848 did it become appropriate to refer to this region as the 
American Southwest. Even today, it is referred to by the economic immi-
grants from the south who come into the United States from Mexico as 
“El Norte,” a datum that accounts for the title of the excellent 1983 film 
by that name that tells the (fictional, but so very real) story of two young 
economic emigrants from Guatemala to the United States. 

We might pause here to notice another current and not-entirely-inno-
cent descriptive term used by some geographers, the “Greater Southwest,” 
which is a region taken to include not just the current American South-
west, but portions of the current Mexican north. We could say that there 
is an historical justification for the term Greater Southwest since the re-
gion is roughly co-extensive with the region that the Spanish colonialists 
referred to as the Provincias Internas of New Spain. There are, further-
more, geographical and biotic justifications for taking the area to be one 
region. Still it may come as no surprise to learn that Mexican geographers 
do not favor a term that characterizes the region as part of “the Southwest.”

To the Spanish and the Mexicans who entered the Provincias Internas 
from the south and to the Americans who came into the region from the 
east during the first three decades of its existence as the American South-
west, the region was strikingly not the kind of place it is now imagined 
to be. Antonio de Otermín, the governor of the province of Santa Fe de 
Nuevo Mexico from 1678 to 1682, referred to the region as “this miser-
able kingdom.” Otermín was governor, unfortunately for him, during the 
Pueblo Revolt of 1680 that drove the Spanish out of the province of New 
Mexico all the way down south to El Paso del Norte in the only successful 
action of that kind conducted against Europeans by indigenous people. 
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But it seems it wasn’t only administrative problems that colored Otermín’s 
vision. Diego de Vargas, the governor who in 1692 led the reoccupation of 
Santa Fe by the Spanish, called the region remote sin igual. The region en-
joyed relative peace in its relations with the Pueblo people, at least, during 
the next hundred years, but its image (to use one of the modern variations 
on the idea of topos) did not improve. In 1804, another Spanish governor, 
Alberto Maynez, declared “The country is inherently miserable.” Nor did 
the image improve when the region became part of the American South-
west after 1848. In 1857, one Lieutenant Joseph Christmas Ives, then en-
gaged as one of the government surveyors working their way through the 
new American Southwest with the Army Corps of Topographical Engi-
neers, declared of the Grand Canyon:

It looks like the Gates of Hell. The region […] is, of course, altogeth-
er valueless. Ours has been the first and will undoubtedly be the last, 
[sic] party of whites to visit the locality. It seems intended by Nature 
that the Colorado River along the greater portion of its lonely and ma-
jestic way, shall be forever unvisited and undisturbed. (Ives 1965, 75)

Ives either did not know that the Spanish had been there before him 
or else he did not consider them to be “white.” He did find a “lonely and 
majestic” quality in the Grand Canyon, but that did not keep him from 
concluding that the region was “altogether valueless.” 

Not that much later, however, in the year 1892, we can see a very dif-
ferent image, and topos, emerging. In this year Charles Lummis, an as-
piring journalist, born in Massachusetts, that is to say, in the American 
Northeast, though, as Dasenbrock observes, it is almost never referred to 
as such, published his book A Tramp across the Continent, which is an ac-
count of a three thousand five hundred mile journey he had made in 1884, 
on foot, he said, from Cincinnati, Ohio, through the desert Southwest to 
Los Angeles, California, to take up a new job with the Los Angeles Times. 
In Tramp, Lummis describes his sense of what he thought was to be found 
in the American Southwest. 

My eyes were beginning to open now to real insight of the things about 
me; and everything suddenly became invested with a wondrous inter-
est. It is not an inevitable thing. Thousands live for years beside these 
strange facts, too careless ever to see them; but the attention once se-
cured never goes hungry for new interest. (Lummis 1920, 190)

To Lummis, the region was not “inherently miserable” or “altogether 
valueless.” It was, or was becoming, a region “invested with a wondrous in-
terest.” Nor was it only the natural beauties of the region that spoke to this 
Northeasterner but also its native people. He wrote most respectfully of the 
Pueblo people he encountered on his tramp and when he returned to north-
ern New Mexico from Los Angeles some years later to recuperate from a 
stroke, he became, and remained until his death, an activist for Indian rights.
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Nor was it just to Lummis that the American Southwest now became 
a place invested with a wondrous interest. In 1898, John C. Van Dyke, an 
art historian from Rutgers in the American Northeast, also came to the 
region, sojourning for much of the next three years not in northern New 
Mexico, but in the Colorado, Mohave and Sonoran deserts of Southern 
California, Southern Arizona, and northern Sonora, Mexico, in that re-
gion sometimes called the “greater Southwest.” What Van Dyke found in 
this place was a something he felt had not been seen and understood prop-
erly by his predecessors, a place of great natural beauty and light, a place 
where there was a desperate struggle for existence going on, all right, but 
a beautiful and powerful place nonetheless, and deeply threatened, un-
fortunately, by “man.” 

What had happened here? Were these just two unusually sensitive peo-
ple who saw what others had missed and whose writings about the place 
changed thereafter the way everyone else saw the region? Writers may hope 
that their productions might have so great an effect and students of lit-
erature may wish to attribute this kind of power to their objects of study. 
I don’t wish to deny such effects entirely. But I believe that the sine qua 
non for this new attitude toward the American Southwest was not liter-
ary efforts such as these but the advent of the railroad. The railroad came 
into the American Southwest, both into Lummis’s northern New Mexico 
and Van Dyke’s southern deserts, in 1880, just four years before Lummis 
made his tramp across the continent. Lummis claims he made his tramp 
entirely on foot and that it took him one hundred and forty-three days. If 
we note that this is an average of more than twenty-four miles a day, and 
note also that Lummis reports making side trips during his tramp to the 
top of Pikes Peak and the bottom of the Grand Canyon, along with suf-
fering a “severely sprained” ankle on the descent from Pikes Peak and a 
broken arm on another side trip in northern Arizona, we may wonder 
whether his trip was indeed all tramp, as he insisted it was and as no one 
has been able to prove otherwise, as far as I know. We may also want to 
note that the route of his tramp, except for his side trips, seems to have 
followed rather closely the route of the Santa Fe Railroad down what had 
been the Santa Fe Trail before the railroad gobbled it up and that he had 
stayed along the route of the railroad as he continued across New Mexico 
and northern Arizona and the California deserts to Los Angeles. 

Even if he did walk the whole way, it is apparent that the railroad was 
a great facilitator, allowing him to send items ahead to be picked up later, 
providing him, in its way stations, places to eat and sleep, and offering the 
means of sending his dispatches back to “civilization” (his word), not to 
mention simply showing him the way west. Lummis doesn’t hide his de-
pendence on finding “the tracks” from time to time, and just after he en-
ters the desolate area of northern Arizona that Coronado had known as 
the despoblado, he offers the following tribute:

I find few Easterners who travel out this way have any conception of 
the difficulties of operating a transcontinental line. If they had, their 
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foolish grumbling would be less obtrusive. It is one thing to build and 
operate a railroad one, two, or three hundred miles long in the flat 
Eastern States, where there is a population at every few miles, where 
timber, rock-ballast, fuel, water, and cheap labor abound, and where 
local fares and freights pay expenses and dividends. It is quite another 
to build and maintain a road some thousands of miles long through 
some of the bleakest, barest, most inhospitable areas on earth […]. 
(Lummis 1920, 230)

When his focus is on the challenge of building and maintaining the rail-
road, the region through which it tracked was seen as bleak, bare and in-
hospitable, just as it had been for earlier Euroamerican travelers in the 
region. But when the railroad is simply assumed to be in place, Lummis 
can open his eyes to what the earlier travelers had been unable to see.

John C. Van Dyke began his sojourn in the deserts of the American 
Southwest in 1898, which, as it happens, was also the year the Southern 
Pacific Railroad founded Sunset magazine in a conscious effort to counter 
images of the American Southwest as a wild and inhospitable place. Van 
Dyke does not report having made any use of the railroad in his travels. 
What he does report is prodigious feats of covering the difficult terrain 
on foot or on horseback, bringing only what he could carry himself, with 
only his dog for company. My late colleague Peter Wild noticed, however, 
that Van Dyke’s route takes him precisely into the regions that had just 
been penetrated by the Southern Pacific, including the tracks that went 
south into Mexico and the “Greater Southwest.” 

Could the railroad have had this effect on the topos that was the Amer-
ican Southwest? Jaded as we are today by our experiences of automobile 
and air travel, it may be difficult to grasp just what a force for topical per-
ceptual change the railroad was. In her wonderful rich book, River of 
Shadows: Eadweard Muybridge and the Technological Wild West (2003), 
Rebecca Solnit observes:

In the decade before the railroad the time [to cross the North Ameri-
can continent] had been whittled down to six or seven grueling weeks, 
barring accidents. With the completion of the railroad, those three 
thousand miles of desert, mountain, prairie, and forest could be com-
fortably crossed in under a week. No space so vast had ever been shrunk 
so dramatically. (Solnit 2003, 5)

We need to recognize, however, as Solnit does, that the train offered more 
than just ease of travel. Solnit writes tellingly about the railroad’s phenom-
enological effect upon its riders.

In some psychological and spiritual way, we became a different species 
operating at a different pace, as though tortoises became mayflies. […] 
Out the train window, the landscape disappeared into a blur; travel-
ing was no longer an encounter, awkward and dangerous. […] It was 
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as though the world itself was growing less substantial. […] It was as 
though the Victorians were striving to recover the sense of place they 
had lost when their lives accelerated, when they became disembodied. 
(Solnit 2003, 21-22)

At a level no doubt beyond the consciousness of most who rode it, but 
certainly not without an effect on perception, and therefore not without 
an effect on topos, the railroad offered a kind of apotheosis of the Indus-
trial Revolution. Solnit writes:

The Industrial Revolution preceded railroads, but railroads magnified 
its effects and possibilities unfathomably, and these roaring puffing 
machines seemed that revolution incarnate. […] Nothing annihilat-
ed [space] more dramatically than the railroads. […] In Marx’s view 
capitalism itself was the engine of the annihilation of time and space, 
the locomotive its tangible form, and time and space were being an-
nihilated to increase profits.

Not surprisingly, then, for some riders, like Thomas Wolfe, it seems, 
we could add to what the railroad enabled a sense not just of “wondrous 
interest” but of “fabulous promise.”

The train gives one a feeling of wild and lonely joy […] a wordless and 
unutterable hope as one thinks of the enchanted city toward which 
he is speeding, the unknown and fabulous promise of the life he is to 
find there. (Wolfe 1939)

When Lummis and Van Dyke traveled by train in the American South-
west, if they did, they denied it. They wanted their accounts to show them 
still with their feet planted on the ground. They were in this respect transi-
tional in their relation to what became the topos of the American Southwest. 
When travel by train became the norm, when it got to be simply assumed, 
in the topos we could see pictures of cowboys on horseback racing trains, 
as I did in a Marlboro ad not long ago, the implication being not that the 
train is what enables the romance of the horse and cowboy but the horse 
and cowboy represent a spirit of freedom the train does not. 

All this took hold in the topos even more firmly with the advent of the 
automobile, but with a twist. 

Karl Benz created the first practical automobile in 1885, and in the 
United States Horatio Nelson Jackson made the first-ever cross-country 
trip by automobile in 1903, from San Francisco to New York, thirty-four 
years after the golden spike was driven at Promontory Summit, Utah, to 
complete the first transcontinental railroad. In 1903, the United States had 
only one hundred and fifty miles of paved roads. The first paved road from 
coast-to-coast, the Lincoln Highway from San Francisco to New York, was 
not completed until 1923. Jackson’s first cross-country trip took him sixty-
five days, which to us might seem like a lot, but which was, even without 
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any paved roads to speak of and the frequent flat tires, certainly less than 
a third of the time the same trip would have taken someone on horseback. 
What we now call off-road travel was the norm, not the exception. It was 
faster than wagon travel, but still, two decades after the railroad penetrated 
into the American Southwest, it was more than a decade short of becom-
ing a mode of travel for anyone but the hardy and adventurous. When it 
did become the norm, it took the place in the topos not of the train but of 
the horse, as we shall see below.

In 1880, as the Santa Fe Railroad approached Santa Fe, a political en-
mity, it seems, had turned it south toward Albuquerque twenty miles short 
of its arrival at the erstwhile capital of the Northern Provinces, making 
it necessary for travelers to take a wagon the rest of the way into Santa Fe 
if they wanted to go there. Santa Fe quickly went into a serious economic 
decline, losing population in each of the next three decades, before experi-
encing a jump of 44% in the 1920 census, and large increases every decade 
thereafter down to the present. That striking recovery in Santa Fe’s for-
tunes came importantly by virtue of the efforts of some immigrants from 
the Northeast who came to the city shortly after New Mexico and Arizo-
na achieved statehood in 1912 and began consciously to recreate it as “the 
city different,” the ethnically colorful, aesthetically pleasing, charming, 
“authentic” place we now take it to be, the place that has given its name to 
a style that is almost synonymous with the topos of the American South-
west. In Chris Wilson’s rich book The Myth of Santa Fe (1997), we may 
read the story of the cultural and rhetorical work of these “neo-natives,” 
as Wilson calls them, who were for the most part Anglos, and who knew 
their rhetoric, but who clearly also found, as Lummis did, a “wondrous 
interest” in the history and culture of the region.

The famous Route 66, for automobiles now, was built into Santa Fe at 
about this time. The arrival of the automobile both consolidated and al-
tered the new topos of the American Southwest. Like the train, the au-
tomobile annihilated time and space and permitted an appreciation of 
the region’s wondrous interest with the difference that one might do this 
appreciating in many more places, on and off the road, as one might on 
horseback. A trip by train was something you took on its tracks. A road 
trip was from the beginning imagined as a more wide open proposition, 
something that could get you away not just from where you came from 
but from everyone and everything and out into the wild, or at least away 
from ordinary life (“ordinary life” also being part of the topos, of course, 
the part in comparison to which the “American Southwest” is found to be, 
well, all those things the American Southwest is supposed to be). A little 
known work by Thomas Wolfe, written just before his unexpected early 
death and published as “A Western Journey,” is the journal of a strenuous 
road trip he took from June 20 to July 2, 1938 with two friends from Port-
land in a “white Ford” on a big circuit that hit just about every one of the 
great natural sights in the Rocky Mountain west, Mount Hood, Mount 
Shasta, Yosemite, the Mohave Desert, the Grand Canyon, Bryce, etc. etc. 
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The number of miles covered each day is noted at the end of each entry, the 
smallest number being two hundred and ten miles. Most days they cov-
ered four or five hundred miles, all distances that would have been incon-
ceivable twenty-five years earlier. Sustained speeds of sixty miles per hour 
were remarked on. “Hit” these sights is what they did, we may infer, and 
the sights are described by Wolfe in prose that makes no bones about that.

So out of Needles—and through heat-blasted air into the desert world 
of Arizona. The mountain slopes are now more devilish—and down 
in and up and up among them, now and then passing a blistered little 
town, a few blazing houses, and the fronts of stores. Up and up now, 
the fried dirt slopes prodigious, and into Oatman and the gold-mine 
shafts and Mexicans half-naked before a pit. Then up and up and climb-
ing up and up through Goldroad, and at last the rim and down and 
down through blasted slopes, volcanic “pipes” and ancient sea erosions, 
mesa table-heads, columnar swathes, stratifications, and the fiendish 
wood. Below us lies the vast, pale, lemon-mystic plain, and far away, 
immeasurably far, the almost moveless plume of engine smoke and 
the double-header freight advancing—advanceless moveless—mov-
ing through timeless time. (Wolfe 1939)

Today the topos of the American Southwest continues to do yeoman’s 
service selling automobiles. In ads, cars are often pictured parked off-road 
on high red bluffs or tearing along flat open roads that wind out toward 
lone peaks, racing trains sometimes. The promise of the automobile is of-
fered in these ads in terms of the topos of the American Southwest. Not 
the “prestige” vehicles, of course. These require urban settings. The ve-
hicles promoted by means of the topos of the American Southwest tend 
to be “off-road” vehicles. For several years now Hyundai has been offer-
ing an SUV that is called the “Santa Fe” and another called the “Tucson.”

In the movie Thelma and Louise (1991, Ridley Scott, director), the topos 
of the American Southwest can be seen operating in a striking way, not to 
sell cars, exactly, but to sell the topos of the American Southwest itself. A 
topos must always do that if it is to work, of course. It must offer us a way 
of being able to take it as real or else (or at least) to wish we might. This 
is one way we might characterize the difference between what we ask of 
the two genres known as non-fiction and fiction. Fiction need not, usu-
ally should not, be taken to be creating a real place but if it is to succeed it 
clearly must create a place we wish at some level to inhabit.

 The cover art on the DVD of Thelma and Louise, and, as I remember, 
the original promotional poster, offers a picture of the smiling faces of the 
two women in front of a classic Southwestern backdrop, Monument Val-
ley, the “lucky place,” as John Ford called it, where he made the early John 
Wayne movies like Stagecoach. In the film itself, Monument Valley makes 
no actual appearance, but other topoi of the American Southwest certainly 
do. The opening image in the film is one of the classic images associated 
with the topos, a dirt road heading out away from the viewer to the dis-
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appearing point at the foot of a lone peak. The image starts out black and 
white and, as the initial credits roll, it acquires color, a visual updating of 
the topos. The opening scene of the action, however, shows Louise at work 
as a waitress in a diner that could be just about anywhere.

The central characters in the film are Thelma, played by Geena Davis, 
who starts out as a ditzy and sheltered middle-class housewife living in a 
suburban house under the thumb of a domineering husband, and Louise, 
a more independent-seeming single woman, played by Susan Sarandon. 
The two are friends, that’s just obvious, a given, and at Louise’s instigation 
(Thelma is afraid to ask her husband for permission), they head out for a 
two-day fishing trip in the mountains, driving Louise’s sleek little green 
1966 Ford Thunderbird convertible, a classic automobile if ever there was 
one, which at the beginning of the film gets an appreciative shot of itself 
parked nose out in front of the diner where Louise works. 

Louise picks up Thelma and off they go. Out of a kind of unanchored 
fear of the crazies and bears out there, Thelma has brought a handgun but 
she doesn’t know how to use it so she asks Louise to keep it and it ends 
up in Louise’s purse. En route, the women stop at a cowboy bar, this time 
at Thelma’s instigation. Thelma, who is starting to try her wings a little, 
ends up having several drinks and dancing with a man in the bar who 
gets her to go out to the parking lot with him and tries to rape her there. 
The rape is interrupted by Louise, who has Thelma’s silver pistol in her 
hand. He stops but he makes the mistake of saying something manly and 
insulting to Louise, as guys inhabiting his topos are bound to do, and she 
shoots and kills him with Thelma’s gun. Louise is convinced the authori-
ties won’t believe their story (and there is the issue of her having killed 
him just because he insulted her) and so the two friends drive off into the 
night, on the lam now, weaving their way through blinding headlights of 
the threatening big rigs looming over them on the dark road. They decide 
they’ll try for Mexico. They are in Arkansas, we learn, and the quickest 
way would be through Texas but Louise won’t go through Texas. (We learn 
near the end of the film that she was raped there, we might have guessed.) 
So they head west, top down and hair flying, scooting through fields of 
industrial agricultural operations and past dark forests of rising and fall-
ing oil field pumpjacks. 

They have other adventures now, all of which make us pull for them at 
the same time that we see them getting deeper and deeper in trouble with 
the law, to coin a phrase, almost, but not quite, through no fault of their 
own. They aren’t bad guys, they are just trying to get out of a jam. By this 
time, the law is on their trail in the form of one Inspector Slocum, played 
by Harvey Keitel, who sees them getting more and more jammed up and 
sympathizes with them at the same time that he knows he has to catch 
them and bring them in because, well, that’s his role in this world. As we 
enter the last third of the film, the landscape the two women are driving 
through becomes for the first time the iconic Southwest, the high sky and 
wide open spaces we haven’t seen since the opening frames.
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They then come, at night — Thelma is asleep in the passenger seat — to 
a magically beautiful set of free-standing bluffs, where Louise stops and we 
see her being wordlessly and deeply moved. The bluffs are real enough and 
to be found in the region of southern Utah where this part of the movie 
was filmed. They are, however, illuminated in the film from the bottom 
in a way no actual bluffs ever were, but fairylands and topoi can be. With 
the advent of a rosy cloud-struck dawn of the sort frequently found on the 
covers of Sunset Magazine and Arizona Highways, they move on. 

Here is a sampling of some of the lines Thelma now utters as she comes 
to inhabit the topos in a more direct way and becomes transformed from 
the inept housewife she was, both sheltered and abused, into the strong, 
competent and decisive figure she is at the end of the film.

“Boy, the law is some tricky shit, isn’t it?” (Yes, that’s just what it is in 
the topos of the American Southwest we are considering.)

“I always wanted to travel. I just never got the opportunity.” (Yes, the 
American Southwest is a place you travel to, not a place that is really any-
one’s home.)

And perhaps most telling for the purposes of this discussion of the to-
pos of the American Southwest, 

“Don’t need the east coast any more.” (It’s just everything the Ameri-
can Southwest is not.)

They are driving alone along a lonely road somewhere in the Southwest 
in a scene that would not be out of place in a car ad when we hear our first 
police siren. They are pulled over by a classically good-looking, white, dour 
and laconic highway patrolman, who, as he pulls his car up behind them, 
guns his engine gratuitously. It appears the jig is up but Thelma, now hav-
ing become entirely confident in her ability to handle a gun, gets the drop 
on him. At Thelma’s command, Louise takes the cop’s gun and shoots his 
radio with it. After thoughtfully shooting some air holes in the cruiser’s 
trunk, they lock the now whimpering cop in it and drive away. Soon they 
come again up behind a big tanker truck with a beastly driver who earlier 
had made lewd gestures at them as they passed. They entice him to stop 
and then demand that he apologize for being the beast he is. He refuses, 
and they both raise their guns and blast away, at his truck, which explodes 
in a most extravagant and satisfying way. Down the road they go again.

They are drinking pretty steadily now and Thelma is now smoking in-
stead of just pretending to as she did when they started on their vacation. 
Two more lines from Thelma:

“Something’s crossed over in me and I can’t go back.” (What’s possibly 
to go back to? The east coast?) 

“I feel awake. Wide awake. I don’t remember feeling this awake.” 
(Thelma wouldn’t use the words Lummis did, “wondrous interest,” but 
they are clearly on the same page here. She has arrived in “the American 
Southwest.”)

Cut to a scene that combines iconic elements of the topos of the Ameri-
can Southwest, a long freight train in the distance passing beneath high 
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bluffs under a high sky, panning then to a dirt road on which we see the 
green Thunderbird scooting along followed by its trail of dust. What’s next?

Cut now to what seems to me the most inventive, certainly the most 
off-the-wall scene in the film. We see a Rastafarian in a helmet and col-
orful bicycle gear pedaling his bicycle along a lonely road in the South-
west somewhere (How did he get out here?) in a most leisurely fashion, a 
big joint in his mouth, listening to a cassette tape of the song “I Can See 
Clearly Now” by Johnny Nash. He comes upon the highway patrolman’s 
cruiser sitting on the side of the road, its police lights clicking. He stops 
nearby and his attention is drawn, ever so slowly, to a thumping coming 
from inside the trunk. He approaches the car. The voice from inside iden-
tifies the speaker as a police officer, asks whoever is outside to get the keys 
to unlock the trunk, and points out the direction the keys are in by pok-
ing a finger through one of the breathing holes the women had shot in the 
trunk. The finger almost gets stuck but the speaker does manage to with-
draw it. Slowly, the bicyclist takes a large toke, leans over the trunk, and 
blows the smoke inside through the hole. End of scene. It’s a scene from 
another kind of movie and another topos that I’m not quite sure how to 
name but one that is not entirely unrelated to the one we are consider-
ing, the topos of the counterculture perhaps. It doesn’t fit as part of the 
romance of the Southwest but it does fit as sponsoring a mode of intoxica-
tion as the beauty of the American Southwest is sometimes said to offer, 
and a way also of sticking it to “the man,” perhaps even of drawing “the 
man” into the intoxicating spell of the topos. It works beautifully in the 
movie, I think, delivering both a kind of relief from the building tension 
and a preparation for a return to the topos and the final events of the film, 
which unfold quickly thereafter.

An off-road car chase ensues, with the green Thunderbird being pur-
sued across a dirt flat by a phalanx of police vehicles, each vehicle with its 
own individualized trail of dust rising behind. Police vehicles wreck in 
profusion, and finally Thelma and Louise get away when the low convert-
ible slips under a railroad trestle and the police vehicle behind them gets 
jammed in it and blocks all the others.

The women are next seen driving fast along the edge of a canyon, by 
themselves now, followed only by their own dust trail, in relative peace, but 
then the camera pans left and shows us down over the edge of the canyon 
where the women can’t see or hear it a bug-like helicopter flying in silence 
parallel to their path. Louise doesn’t notice that she is driving toward the 
edge of the canyon. When she does notice, she slams on the brakes and 
manages to stop the car just in time in a cloud of dust. In the quiet that 
ensues, the women wonder where they are. Thelma thinks it might be “the 
goddam Grand Canyon.” “Isn’t it beautiful?” she says, clearly moved deep-
ly. And then, after this beatific moment, in one of the most striking scenes 
in the film, the blunt forehead of helicopter ascends straight up in front 
of the Thunderbird’s windshield on a column of pounding noise. Louise 
wheels the car around to escape but their way is now blocked by approach-
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ing police vehicles. The police vehicles stop at a distance, the officers get 
out and unlimber their firearms and we see close-ups of cartridges being 
caressed and magazines being slammed home and weapons being cocked. 

Louise has wheeled the car around again and the women are now 
stopped facing the canyon. In the final conversation between them, Louise 
declares that she isn’t going to give up (fastening her seat belt as she does 
so) and Thelma, whose transformation from a ditzy housewife to a brave 
and decisive adventurer, which is the primary development of character 
in the film, after a pause, says “Let’s don’t get caught.” Louise looks at her 
questioningly. “Let’s keep going,” says Thelma. Tilting her chin out toward 
the canyon, with a wonderful expression on her face that says that she is 
almost weeping with excitement, Thelma says, “Go.” Louise kisses her 
strong (eros embracing thanatos) and floors it (we have had several shots 
of her foot flooring the gas pedal before in the film). Holding hands, the 
women fly off the edge of the canyon at high speed. The car rises into the 
air, crests. The final frames of the film hold the green Thunderbird sus-
pended in the air over the canyon just past the apex of its flight. 

It turns out that Ridley Scott first planned to show the car going all the 
way down. He chose finally to leave the women suspended, which seems 
to me unquestionably the right choice for a movie that wishes to leave the 
topos intact, as this one must, I think. Had the Thunderbird been followed 
all the way down, we might have found ourselves wondering if the topos 
was holding up, or if, rather, the women had experienced the kind of mo-
ment reported by the jumper off the Golden Gate Bridge who survived to 
report that after he jumped it occurred to him that of all his problems, the 
only one that couldn’t be fixed was the one created by the fact he had just 
jumped off the Golden Gate Bridge.

The topos of the American Southwest was first produced, or enabled, 
I’ve argued, by the advent of the railroad, that apotheosis, Marx argued, 
of the Industrial Revolution. It was consolidated soon afterward by the au-
tomobile, which permitted not just the annihilation of time and space the 
railroad had enabled but the argument of individual freedom. Contem-
porary advertisements for the automobile invoke of the “freedom of the 
road.” While the train may be able to take us “further on down the line,” 
we do not hear of the “freedom of the tracks.” It is impossible to imag-
ine the dramatic events of Thelma and Louise in the American Southwest 
without the little green Thunderbird convertible, or something like it, in 
the picture. As the women tear through the plunging pumps in the oil 
field early in their try for the American Southwest and freedom, we see 
the oil wells as something they are escaping from, not as that which en-
ables them to put gas in their little green Thunderbird to make it go. At 
the end of the film, at the moment when the two women are perched on 
the edge of what Thelma wonders at as maybe being the “goddam Grand 
Canyon,” which pre-railroad explorers might have referred to in just such 
language but with rather a different affect, the topos is still intact for them 
and is furthermore working at a high intensity because of the threat to it 
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that they and we all know is near. I can think of no better characteriza-
tion of the awful loud emergence of the police helicopter in front of the 
Thunderbird’s windshield than the return of the repressed. It produces, 
as such returns do, a crisis. The women make their choice, a choice not 
to “get caught,” a choice to “keep going,” a choice that entails the main-
tenance of the topos, rather than their own survival. But they do survive, 
in the film, in suspension over the canyon … it’s the movies, after all. If 
Ridley Scott had allowed them to fall, as he did in another version of the 
ending, this topos for the American Southwest, and the movie, as the kind 
of movie it has been up to this point, would have been imperiled. With the 
little green Thunderbird suspended in the air over the canyon, we need not 
ask any number of questions the movie has been getting us to postpone.

Earlier in the film, at the moment where the iconic images of the train 
and the approaching Thunderbird appear and the women are first seen 
to be firmly placed in the American Southwest, the sound track is B.B. 
King singing a song entitled Better Not Look Down (“if you want to keep 
on flyin’ ”). Knowing how the film ends, I have found it hard not to think 
here of those moments in the Warner Brothers cartoons that feature Wile 
E. Coyote chasing the Roadrunner through the topos of the American 
Southwest when without realizing it Coyote charges off a cliff in his latest 
doomed-to-fail attempt to catch the Roadrunner. He runs out into the air 
and slows to a stop but does not fall, not until he “looks down.” His erect 
ears droop in a dawning realization, and only then does he fall. We usually 
follow him all the way down to the canyon floor where his latest schemes 
eventuate in that ignominious and hilarious-because-so-understated plop 
far down below on the canyon floor, a denouement that would have been 
horribly inappropriate in Thelma and Louise. 

In the cartoons, Coyote is always making use of the latest technology 
in his efforts to catch that cheerful and more-than-a-little-irritating bird, 
technology he usually receives in the mail from “Acme Industries.” As he 
assembles the latest device, he giggles with delight, sure that this one will 
do the trick. The technology is then shown backfiring on him in wonder-
fully elaborate ways, as we knew it would. I don’t recall that he has ever 
tried to make use of a helicopter to catch Roadrunner, but it is fun to think 
of how that one might unfold. He has tried rockets a number of times. In 
these cartoons, though not in Thelma and Louise, we are implicitly invit-
ed to recognize the limits of our devices and I find that comes as a relief. 
Some of the devices that have found a home in the American Southwest 
are anything but consoling. We may think here of the Nevada Test Site or 
the White Sands Missile Range, both important aspects of another topos 
of the American Southwest, one I have considered in another essay, the 
topos of the American Southwest as a site of military-industrial adventure. 

Coyote will always rise again, of course, no matter how badly his de-
vices backfire. Roadrunner will always run free. She (He? It?) doesn’t need 
gas the way we might realize the little green Thunderbird does if the to-
pos didn’t prevent us from thinking about that. In cartoons like these, we 
are obviously in a topos, not in a place we are to take for a moment as real. 
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I claimed earlier that certain of our devices, specifically the railroad 
and the automobile, were enablers of the topos of the American Southwest 
as a place of charm, authenticity, free play. We should also recognize, I 
think, that the American Southwest, imagined as an empty quarter and 
thus a suitable place for military-industrial adventure, has also enabled 
the development of certain technologies. The Colorado River at the place 
where it emerges from the Grand Canyon did in fact provide the stage for 
the first mega-dam, Hoover Dam; the Bonneville Salt Flats in Utah are in 
fact a place where land-speed records in a range of different vehicles have 
been sought and set; the White Sands Missile Range in southern New 
Mexico is in fact the place where the United States was able secretly to 
test the first atomic bomb and later develop its first military rockets; the 
Nevada Test Site not far from Las Vegas is in fact the place that was found 
sufficiently remote to offer a site on the North American continent for the 
continuing testing and development of our nuclear weapons. The Ameri-
can Southwest has in fact been a place that has accommodated all these 
developments, and more. It is also the place where we have our greatest 
concentration of National Parks, a large number of which Thomas Wolfe 
was able to visit on his whirlwind road trip. We may take it that the Parks 
represent the topos of the American Southwest best, and maybe they do. 
I’m arguing here that that topos rides upon technology in a way that may 
be under-recognized and that this under-recognition may be just what the 
topos is designed to maintain. 

Works Cited

Dasenbrock, Reed Way. 1992. “Southwest of What? Southwestern Lit-
erature as a Form of Frontier Literature.” In Desert, Garden, Margin, 
Range: Literature of the American Frontier, ed. by Eric Heyne, 123-132. 
New York: Twayne.

El Norte (film). 1983. Directed by Gregory Nava. Cinecom International; PBS. 
Ives, Joseph Christmas. 1965. Steamboat up the Colorado; from the Journal 

of Lieutenant Joseph Christmas Ives, United States Topographical Engi-
neers, 1857-1858, ed. by Alexander L. Crosby. Boston, MA: Little, Brown.

Lummis, Charles. 1920. A Tramp across the Continent. New York: Scribners. 
1982 Reprint, Lincoln, NE: Bison Books, University of Nebraska Press.

Solnit, Rebecca. 2003. River of Shadows: Eadweard Muybridge and the 
Technological Wild West. New York: Viking.

Thelma and Louise (film). 1991. Directed by Ridley Scott. MGM.
Van Dyke, John C. 1901. The Desert. New York: Scribners. 1980 Reprint, 

Peregrine Smith.
Wilson, Chris. 1997. The Myth of Santa Fe: Creating a Modern Regional 

Tradition. Albuquerque, NM: University of New Mexico Press. 
Wolfe, Thomas. 1939. “A Western Journey.” Virginia Quarterly Review 

Summer: 335-357. Available online at: <http://www.vqronline.org/ar-
ticles/1939/summer/wolfe-western-journey/> (05/2011).



IV

About the Border





Sign-Cutting: Thresholds, Borders,
and Others in The Devil’s Highway

Abraham Acosta

In Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza, Gloria Anzaldúa (1987) de-
scribes the reality of border-crossing in the following manner:

Faceless, nameless, invisible, taunted with “Hey Cucuracho” (cock-
roach). Trembling with fear, yet filled with courage, a courage born 
of desperation. Barefoot and uneducated, Mexicans with hands like 
boot soles gather at night by the river where two worlds merge creating 
what Reagan calls a frontline, a war zone. The convergence has created 
a shock culture, a border culture, a third country, a closed country.

Without benefit of bridges, the “mojados” (wetbacks) float on inflat-
able rafts across el río grande, or wade or swim across naked, clutching 
their clothes over their heads. Holding onto the grass, they pull them-
selves along the banks with a prayer to Virgen de Guadalupe on their 
lips: Ay virgencita morena, mi madrecita, dame tu bendición.

The Border Patrol hides behind the local McDonalds on the out-
skirts of Brownsville, Texas or some other bordertown. They set traps 
around the river beds beneath the bridge. Hunters in army-green uni-
forms stalk and track these economic refugees by the powerful night-
vision of electronic sensing devices planted in the ground or mounted 
on Border Patrol vans. Cornered by flashlights, frisked while their arms 
stretch over their heads, los mojados are handcuffed, locked in jeeps, 
and then kicked back across the river.

One out of every three is caught. Some return to enact their rite 
of passage as many as three times a day. Some of those who make 
it across undetected fall prey to Mexican robbers such as those in 
Smuggler’s Canyon on the American side of the border near Tijua-
na. As refugees in a homeland that does not want them, many find a 
welcome hand holding out only suffering, pain, and ignoble death.   
                                                                             (Anzaldúa 1987, 33-34)

Let us juxtapose this image, conceived and written by Anzaldúa in 1987 
with an eye on the Southwest Texas border, with another, one written in 
2004, presenting another scene of border-crossing, but this time not in 
Texas, but through Southern Arizona. This from Luis Alberto Urrea’s The 
Devil’s Highway: 
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Five men stumbled out of the mountain pass so sunstruck they didn’t 
know their names, couldn’t remember where they’d come from, had for-
gotten how long they’d been lost. One of them wandered back up a peak. 
One of them was barefoot. They were burned nearly black, their lips huge 
and cracking, what paltry drool still available to them spuming from their 
mouths in a salty foam as they walked. Their eyes were cloudy with dust, 
almost too dry to blink up a tear. Their hair was hard and stiffened by old 
sweat, standing in crowns from their scalps, old sweat because their bod-
ies were no longer sweating. They were drunk from having their brains 
baked in the pan, they were seeing God and devils, and they were dizzy 
from drinking their own urine, the poisons clogging their systems.
…
They were walking now for water, not for salvation. Just a drink. They 
whispered it to each other as they staggered into parched pools of their 
own shadows, forever spilling downhill before them: Just one drink, 
brothers. Water. Cold water!
They walked west, though they didn’t know it; they had no concept 
anymore of destination. The only direction they could manage was 
through the gap they stumbled across as they cut through the Granite 
Mountains of Southern Arizona. Now canyons and arroyos shuffled 
them west, to toward Yuma, though they didn’t know where Yuma was 
and wouldn’t have reached it if they did.
They came down out of the screaming sun and broke onto the rough 
plains of the Cabeza Prieta wilderness, at the south end of the United 
States Air Force’s Barry Goldwater bombing range, where the sun re-
commenced its burning. Cutting through this region, and lending its 
name to the terrible landscape, was the Devil’s Highway, more death, 
more desert. They were in a vast trickery of sand. 
…
In the distance, deceptive stands of mesquite trees must have looked 
like oases. Ten trees a quarter mile apart can look like a cool grove from 
a distance. In the western desert, twenty miles looks like ten. And ten 
miles can kill. There was still no water; there wasn’t even any shade. 
… 
The men had cactus spines in their faces, their hands. There wasn’t 
enough fluid left in them to bleed. They’d climbed peaks, hoping to 
find a town, or a river, had seen more landscape, and tumbled down 
the far side to keep walking. […]
Now, as they came out of the hills, they faced the plain and the far wall of 
the Gila Mountains. Mauve and yellow cliffs. A volcanic cone called Ra-
ven’s Butte that was dark, as if a rain cloud were hovering over it. It looked 
as if you could find relief on its perpetually shadowy flanks, but that too 
was an illusion. Abandoned army tanks, preserved forever in the dry heat, 
stood in their path, a ghostly arrangement that must have seemed like an-
other bad dream. Their full-sun 110-degree nightmare. (Urrea 2004, 3-5)

Read side by side, these two reflections on border-crossing read like night 
and day; like scenes from two radically different borders, and seemingly, 
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one could argue, from two different eras (pre- and post-NAFTA, opera-
tions “gatekeeper,” and “hold the line”). Whereas in the former, crossers 
navigated through the waters of the Rio Grande, in the latter, walkers tra-
verse desolate, arid terrain. Whereas, in the former, the river itself is the 
border, for the latter, the actual border is nowhere to be seen, lying some-
where between the beginning and end of their journey. Whereas in the for-
mer, the crosser’s immediate destination, Brownsville, is visible from the 
other side of the river, in the latter, their immediate destination, whether 
it be Tucson, Yuma, or Interstate 8, lie miles away. Whereas in the for-
mer, Border Patrol lies in wait under the bridges connecting Matamoros 
to Brownsville, or next to certain area fast-food restaurants, in the latter, 
Border Patrol will not only not find walkers until they emerge from the 
Devil’s Highway, but also, and perhaps more critically, not until these walk-
ers already find themselves abandoned at the threshold of life and death. 
Indeed, given the striking differences between Anzaldúa and Urrea’s bor-
ders, and given that almost twenty years separate the appearance of their 
writings, they are nevertheless both still reflecting on the same border.

It is also important to remind ourselves, however, that Anzaldúa’s Bor-
derlands and Urrea’s The Devil’s Highway constitute two different critical 
projects. The former seeks to present and affirm a mestiza Chicana cultur-
al identity that emerges from within these borderlands, but also to affirm 
a new mestiza consciousness that both appropriates and resists dominant 
structures of race, gender and sexuality in the US. Urrea, on the other hand, 
seeks to tease out the political implications of the very act of crossing the 
state border, and what this means for the subjects attempting it, and what 
that meant for those who do not survive it. So while the former attempts to 
forge a mestizo, gendered, and queer epistemological base onto the insider/
outsider subject of the borderlands (zoe), the latter seeks to unconceal the 
juridical limits of the outsider/outsider subject of the border (bios) seeking 
to break into. But again, what is of critical interest here is that both critical 
projects are grounded from/within a primordial scene of border-crossing.

Having said this, and seeking to further tease out the critical reality 
that is revealed only from their juxtaposition, there is one other tension 
between Anzaldúa and Urrea’s reflections on border-crossing that I wish 
to attend to: the semiotic grounds upon which the border-crosser is con-
stituted. Or rather, how crossers themselves become constitutive of the 
border they attempt to cross. For Anzaldúa, the Borderlands is itself the 
site of productive signification in which are contained variants of Eng-
lish and Spanish, but from which emerges its linguistic heterogeneity — 
el lenguaje de la frontera. Note for instance, Anzaldúa’s registering of the 
border-crosser as active semiotic ingredient in the Borderlands.

From los recién llegados, Mexican immigrants, and braceros, I learned 
the North Mexican dialect. (Anzaldúa 1987, 78)

From this little, short sentence we are told many things, for instance, that in 
the Borderlands, those recién llegados contribute to el lenguaje de la frontera, 



ABRAHAM ACOSTA466 466 

that those recién llegados constitute the zoe of the Borderlands by bringing 
with them the North Mexican dialect, that those recién llegados are indeed 
productive of signification in the Borderlands. However this statement simul-
taneously implies a certain number of conditions and exclusions. The first of 
which is that only being a recién llegado will do; only those who have success-
fully crossed the border can gain entry into the Borderlands. And further, that 
in order to be heard, read, or understood, in order to be included within the 
zoe of Borderlands, one need be a recién llegado del Norte, and from nowhere 
else. Those who have failed to llegar, or those who have died llegando, do not 
belong in the Borderlands and cannot be understood within it. The latter — 
ellos que nunca llegarán and/or those who do not bring with them a North 
Mexican dialect — come to inhabit the borders of the Borderlands, neither 
inside nor outside, neither silent, nor intelligible. Or as Urrea would argue, 
“aliens before they ever crossed the line.” The critical question, of course, be-
comes, do they [ellos que nunca llegarán], leave a sign, a trace, a legible marker 
of their never having made it that can be read in the borderlands?

Whereas in Anzaldúa the semiotic contributions made only by those who 
have already successfully made it past the border (los recién llegados) becomes 
constitutive of the Borderlands, for Urrea, The Devil’s Highway reflects upon 
the residual, though empirically relevant signs left by those who will have 
never had made it, an investigative technique the Border Patrol calls “sign-
cutting.” The notion of “sign-cutting” appears as the name given by Border 
Patrol to the act of tracking migrants through the forensic trail left behind 
as they walk through areas known as “drags” or lines of smoothed-over sand 
which, when traversed, inscribes into itself the very act of traversal, of its tres-
passing, the trace of recién pasados. Urrea remarks:

Cutters read the land like a text. They search the manuscript of the 
ground for irregularities in its narration. They know the plots and the 
images by heart. They can see where the punctuation goes. They are 
landscape grammarians, got the Ph.D. in reading dirt. (Urrea 2004, 29)

And, as in the case of the Wellton 26, the group of twenty-six men originating 
from Veracruz, Mexico, who in 2001 attempted to cross the US-Mexico bor-
der through the Yuma sector of the Arizona desert, and from which Urrea’s 
narrative is based, the sign-cutters were there to finish the story for them.

From the Vidrios Drag, the signcutters started back into the wasteland, 
cutting, cutting. They read the ground and found, after an amazingly 
long haul, where the journey had gone all so wrong. Some of the ille-
gals had walked over sixty-five miles — a couple of them fell in sight 
of the freeway.
All you can do…is cut sign, cut sign, cut sign.
The sign tells the story.
The sign never lies.
And the whole investigation became a series of drag-cuts. […] The 
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footprints wrote the story. And after the footprints ran out, it was a 
trail of whispered stories and paper sheets. It was the big die-off, the 
largest death-event in border history. (Urrea 2004, 31)

If we again juxtapose this scene in Urrea with Anzaldúa’s affirmation of 
los recién llegados, we are presented with a critical semiotic disjuncture at 
the border. In other words, while Urrea utilizes the idea of sign-cutting 
to depict the Border Patrol’s tracking of border-crossers along the Devil’s 
Highway, we are also seeing the process of sign-cutting manifested between 
Urrea and Anzaldúa. In short, a border exists between two sets of border 
signs: the North Mexican dialect brought by los recién llegados, and the 
footprints, discarded items and bodies left in the desert by ellos que nunca 
llegarán. The cultural imaginary that assumes the only border-crossers are 
Norteños, and the fact the Wellton 26 originated from Veracruz. The asser-
tion that only those recién llegados are productive of frontera signification, 
while the signs left behind by ellos que nunca llegarán remain, illegible, 
incommensurate, radically insignificant and consequently suspended in a 
state of exception. We must also warn ourselves of the possibility that the 
contradictions that emerge from this sign-cutting are irresolvable, irrepa-
rable, nor accidental; los que nunca llegarán represent the radical negative 
limit to the Borderlands, the latter cannot exist without the a priori exis-
tence of the former. In short, the Borderlands, as a singular and homoge-
nously mestizo site of enunciation, requires and indeed reproduces its own 
form of subalternity to constitute its own seemingly borderless borders.

In short, how else can we conceive of the semiotic tension between los 
recién llegados through whom Anzaldúa learns and appropriates the North 
Mexican dialect, and, for Urrea, the “aliens before they ever crossed the line” 
who present the trace of radical negativity, abandonment, as the biopolitical 
exception upon which the Borderlands is erected? These traces of negative 
signification, one can argue, are equally constitutive of the Borderlands, to 
the degree in which they continue to be ignored or neglected in affirmations 
of a border culture (mestizo, transcultural, hybrid, or otherwise). Ultimate-
ly, ellos que nunca llegarán remain, to the degree that they are excluded, nei-
ther inside nor outside; it is the trace that both binds and separates, the sign 
that threatens inside/outside with indistinction, the conceptual figure that 
ultimately ruptures the idea of a seamless and borderless borderlands. Sign-
cutting, or the biopolitical tension between figures of semiotic production 
along the borderlands — in this case, los recién llegados and los que nunca 
llegarán — should come to constitute the site of radical, critical inquiry into 
the nature, state and culture of the US-Mexico border.

Works Cited

Anzaldúa, Gloria. 1987. Borderlands/La Frontera. San Francisco, CA: 
Aunt Lute Books.

Urrea, Luis Alberto. 2004. The Devil’s Highway: A True Story. New York: 
Back Bay Books.





Immigration: Historical Overview,  
Mexican Bashing Revisited and Necessary Reform 

Celestino Fernández and Jessie K. Finch

1. Global Migration

The history of humanity is one of migration; that is, throughout history 
and in every part of the world, people have moved — and this process 
continues today. The reasons for human migration are many and varied 
but are due primarily to natural disasters (earthquakes, tornadoes, etc.), 
to changes in weather (e.g., droughts and floods), to escape from war or 
persecution based on religious or political beliefs, and to search for adven-
ture (moving to the city from the country or from one culture to another 
that might be perceived to be more exotic or more in tune with one’s vi-
sion of life or lifestyle). 

However, the foremost critical reason for the overwhelming majority of 
people moving, both within and across national borders, is for economic 
reasons (Borjas 2007); first and foremost people move in search of a better 
job or in the case of the unemployed and the severely underemployed, they 
migrate simply in search of a job, any job. As discussed below in greater 
detail, this has been the experience of the majority of Mexican individuals 
and families who have migrated to the United States since the formation 
of the current US-Mexico border in 1848 (González 2008).

On a global scale, one can document some clear, albeit broad patterns 
of human migration. In the past, for example, migration tended to origi-
nate in the Northern Hemisphere, principally in Europe, with destina-
tions to almost everywhere, including the Western Hemisphere, Africa, 
and India. One can readily think of the movement of people led by various 
empires, including, for example, the Roman Empire, the Spanish Empire, 
and the British Empire.

In modern times, during the past fifty years, the broader patterns in-
clude movement from the Southern Hemisphere to the Northern Hemi-
sphere: from Latin American countries to the United States; from Africa 
to Europe (including Italy, Germany and Spain, for example); from the 
Middle East to Europe and the US; and from Asia to Europe and the US 
Today, approximately three million people migrate annually; one million 
to the US and 1.4 million to Europe (Population Reference Bureau 2006). 
According to the United Nations Under-Secretary General for Economic 
and Social Affairs, 62% of all international migration that occurs is from 
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the Southern Hemisphere to the Northern Hemisphere (Ocampo 2006). 
Mexico is one of the countries that has lost population due to migration 
and the United States has, of course, gained. By 2003, over ten million 
Mexicans had left Mexico for the United States, which represents about 
9% of the Mexican population (Borjas 2007). 

2. Major Immigration Waves to the US

The United States has most broadly experienced three major waves of im-
migration (Martin 2010). The first was roughly between 1600 and 1880 and 
was comprised of immigrants from a variety of nations in the northern 
and western parts of Europe, including, for example, England, Holland, 
Sweden, Germany, France and Spain. In fact, approximately 90% of the 
immigrants in this first wave came from northern and western Europe. 
Apart from the explorers, many of these early immigrants left Europe in 
search of freedom, particularly religious freedom, and they came with 
their families to settle in colonies that later became states. These groups 
of immigrants are commonly identified as the “settlers” of the United 
States (Martin 2010).

Generally speaking, this first wave of immigrants was fairly homog-
enous in appearance (e.g., skin color) and religious practice (Protestant). 
These immigrants were “welcomed” to the colonies and later to the states; 
in many cases they were even welcomed by the indigenous peoples that 
lived in the Americas at the time. In other words, these early immigrants 
did not see each other or themselves as being so culturally different as to 
be threatening to American culture. Although slavery was practiced dur-
ing part of this period, African slaves were not viewed or treated as equal 
human beings and their forced migration was not seen as a threat, but an 
asset. Furthermore, slaves had no legal power to withstand assimilation 
or to influence American culture; for example, they were given American 
names in English (including surnames), taught to practice Christianity 
and forced to learn basic English.

The second major wave of migration to the US was different from the 
first in several respects, including immigrants’ countries of origin and 
reasons for emigrating (Rystad 1992). As a group, these immigrants came 
from the countries that comprise southern and eastern Europe, such as 
Italy, Greece, Czechoslovakia and Poland. They generally emigrated from 
these countries due to economic reasons in an effort to escape poverty; 
they migrated to the United States specifically in search of opportunities 
for employment.

The existing population in the United States, mostly first-wave im-
migrants and their descendents, were not welcoming of this second wave 
of immigrants. Particularly by the early 1900s, they viewed the people 
of southern and eastern Europe as being “too different” in, for example, 
language, customs and traditions (Rystad 1992). The Americans com-
plained that the “new” immigrants were not interested in assimilating to 
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American culture, including adopting the English language. Additionally, 
these second-wave immigrants were viewed as having different religions, 
such as Catholicism and Judaism, which threatened the traditional Prot-
estant population. Thus, many American cities and states established lo-
cal ordinances and laws against the new immigrants and they pressured 
the Congress to establish federal laws forbidding or greatly limiting im-
migration from countries in southern and eastern Europe. Congress lis-
tened to these pleas and enacted the National Origins System (described 
in greater detail below) that greatly disfavored immigrants from southern 
and eastern Europe (as well as Asia) and favored those from northern and 
western European nations.

The third major wave of immigration started in 1965 and continues to 
the present (Zolberg 1989). This current wave was triggered by a critical 
change in US immigration policies and laws. The Immigration Reform Act 
of 1965 established a somewhat more universal approach to immigration 
by eliminating the quota system that had been in place since 1921 and, 
thus, opened immigration to countries and regions previously excluded or 
greatly limited, such as Asia (China, Japan, South Korea, Vietnam, Cam-
bodia, etc.) and Latin America (Mexico, Guatemala, Brazil, Chile, Argen-
tina, etc.). Hence, since 1965, the majority (about 80%) of legal immigrants 
to the United Sates have come from Asia and Latin America, particularly 
China and Mexico. These “newest” immigrants have also been viewed as 
not wanting to assimilate to American customs and traditions and being 
resistant to learning English (Rystad 1992).

Empirically, however, the reality of the immigration process clearly 
demonstrates that assimilation is a generational phenomenon and that by 
the third generation, almost complete assimilation has occurred; even if a 
few traces of the original culture remain, they tend to be symbolic rather 
than genuine everyday practices (Rystad 1992). Still, the general American 
public, particularly its conservative element and conservative politicians, 
tend to focus on the present-day situation and fail to take a longer view 
of the immigration process. Thus, this portion of the American public is 
intent on establishing laws and policies to stop or greatly restrict immi-
gration of people they define as undesirable — often undesirable simply 
because of their culture, such as Mexicans. Since the attack on the Twin 
Towers in New York City and the Pentagon in Washington, DC, on Sep-
tember 11, 2001 (these events have been popularly known since then as 
9/11), anti-immigrant sentiment has led to policies and practices that tar-
get people from the Middle East as well (Critelli 2008).

3. Brief History of Mexicans in the US

Mexicans have resided in what is now the United States since long before 
the current borders were established, particularly in the area known as the 
American Southwest. They were here as explorers and as settlers. However, 
the common history of Mexican migration to the US usually begins with 
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the establishment of the current US-Mexico border in 1848, which was 
finalized in 1853 with the Gadsden Purchase (Gutiérrez 1995). At the end 
of the Mexican-American War, Mexico was forced to cede almost half its 
territory to the United States as part of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, 
including California, Nevada, Arizona, Colorado, New Mexico, and part 
of Texas (the other part had already been lost to the US).

In the years after the present-day border was established and into the early 
part of the twentieth century, the US-Mexico border was mostly unregulat-
ed and unprotected. Mexicans were encouraged by American farmers and 
ranchers to come to work in the United States, and many did. Furthermore, 
during the early part of the twentieth century (the period of the Mexican 
Revolution, roughly 1910-1920), many Mexicans immigrated to the United 
Stated to flee the war. Even when the national origins quotas were estab-
lished in 1921, Mexican immigration was not restricted by the quota system.

US immigration laws and policies pertaining to Mexican immigration 
have changed over time. At times the border has been open and any Mexi-
can wishing to enter the US simply had to pay fifty cents (or be vaccinated 
at the border, as when the lead author first entered the US in 1957). At other 
times, particularly during periods of economic downturns, such as during 
the Great Depression of the 1930s or during the current one, the border 
gets sealed and Mexican immigrants are not welcome. Of course, given 
the US’s dependence on cheap labor from Mexico, even during difficult 
economic times, a certain number of Mexicans are needed to do menial 
labor, such as harvest crops. Thus, the border has never been completely 
sealed to Mexican immigrants nor, we believe, is it in the best interest of 
the US to seal it completely. Mostly, America wants to regulate the vol-
ume of immigration — the number of immigrants that enter at any giv-
en period — to allow more immigrants during periods of high economic 
growth and low unemployment and fewer immigrants when the economy 
is in a recession.

Although during the 1930s Mexicans were rounded up and deported 
as a part of what was termed “Mexican Repatriation” (Balderrama and 
Rodriguez 1995), by the early 1940s they were being actively recruited by 
American farmers. During World War II, the US experienced a shortage 
of male laborers and thus proposed the Bracero Program to Mexico. This 
bilateral program was signed by both the US and Mexican governments as 
a four-year (1942-45) wartime measure and permitted the recruitment and 
immigration of Mexican men to perform seasonal farm and agricultural 
work in the US (incidentally, the lead author’s father served as a bracero 
for several years in the 1940s). The Bracero Program was deemed to be so 
successful by both governments that even long after World War II ended, 
the program was still operating, with as many as one million participants 
(Gutiérrez 1995). Although the US government wanted to continue the Bra-
cero Program, the program officially ended in 1964 because the Mexican 
government refused to sign the continuation agreement. Mexico halted 
negotiations primarily because the US government would not agree to a 
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minimum wage and help with other issues such as housing and sanitation 
for the braceros (as these workers were known). 

The Immigration and Naturalization Act of 1965 ended the national 
origins quota system and created a more balanced approach to legal im-
migration. Thus, the countries and regions that were previously disfavored 
(Asia and Latin America) were now able to compete for available slots. 
Additionally, one of the major goals of this legislation was “family reuni-
fication.” Both the more level playing field and the family reunification 
approach gave Mexican immigrants an opportunity to immigrate legally 
in larger numbers than was possible before. Since then, Mexican immi-
grants have formed the largest number of legal immigrants from any sin-
gle country (Escobar Latapí and Martin 2008). Still, the number of legal 
slots for Mexican immigrants has never been enough to meet the demand, 
both in terms of the number of Mexicans interested in immigrating and 
of the number of low-paid employees needed in the US, particularly in 
seasonal work such as agriculture. Thus, since at least 1964 with the end-
ing of the Bracero Program, the volume of unauthorized Mexican immi-
grants has been rising and currently numbers approximately 6.6 million 
(about 60% of the estimated 11 million undocumented immigrants in the 
US). More recently, several scholars have documented the consequences 
of North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) on illegal immigra-
tion, including the dismantling of jobs in Mexico and the creation of jobs 
in the US such as in the poultry industry (Alba 2008; Schwartzman 2009). 

In sum, the history of Mexican migration out of Mexico and into the Unit-
ed States has been based on both push factors (low wages, unemployment and 
underemployment in Mexico) and pull factors (jobs and higher wages in the 
US). The nature of this migration has been greatly influenced by US immi-
gration laws and policies as well as by the state of the economy. Thus, at times 
Mexican immigrants have been welcomed, indeed actively recruited, and at 
other times they have been aggressively rounded up and deported and there 
has been an attempt to seal the border. Every time the economy turns sour, 
Mexican immigrants become a “problem” and anti-Mexican bashing becomes 
popular, as is presently the case. When the economy is doing well and the un-
employment rate in the US is low, Mexicans immigrants are more welcome.

4. INS and ICE

Since 1949, Immigration and Naturalization Services (INS) has been 
housed in the Unites States Department of Justice. This federal agency was 
responsible for both enforcement and services pertaining to all matters of 
immigration and citizenship. That is, enforcement of all immigration laws 
and the provision of various services such as issuing passports and process-
ing those individuals seeking US citizenship through naturalization. As a 
result of the events of 9/11, however, a new Cabinet-level department was 
formed: the US Department of Homeland Security. It was at this juncture 
that border enforcement and naturalization services were separated into 
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two agencies. Enforcement, including the Border Patrol, is now housed 
under Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE).

Although the Border Patrol’s main purpose today is to keep out un-
documented Mexican immigrants (and other unauthorized border cross-
ers), this population was not the primary reason for initially creating the 
Border Patrol in the late 1800s. This agency was originally established pri-
marily to keep out Chinese immigrants who were excluded from entering 
the US directly (as a result of the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882) and who 
were entering the US through Mexico.

By using the terrorist attacks of 9/11 as justification, immigration enforce-
ment became a matter of “national security” and the Border Patrol’s budget 
became almost a blank check — i.e., this agency received all (and more than) 
the funds it reported that it needed to do its job of “securing the border.” As a 
result, the size of the Border Patrol force increased rapidly, from approximately 
2,500 agents in 1992 to 12,000 in 2006 and over 20,000 in 2011. In addition to 
the many agents (about 80%) assigned to the US-Mexico border, both Presi-
dents George W. Bush and Barack Obama assigned thousands of members 
(at one time, as many as 6,000) of the National Guard to assist the Border Pa-
trol along the US-Mexico border. There are now so many Border Patrol agents 
and National Guard members along the border compared to the relatively few 
unauthorized border crossers that the agents are frequently found sitting play-
ing video games or sleeping in their vehicles. A recent newspaper article in 
the Arizona Daily Star, the local Tucson newspaper, noted that Border Patrol 
agents are “bored” on the job because there is nothing to do (Marosi 2011). 

The overwhelming majority of Border Patrol agents are assigned to the US 
border with Mexico which measures 2,000 miles (the US-Canada border is 
twice as long, 4,000 miles but relatively few agents are patrolling it). Addition-
ally, the Border Patrol’s budget increased rapidly to cover expanding invest-
ments in such items as: vehicles, aircraft (small airplanes, surveillance drones, 
helicopters, etc.), dogs, horses (for mounted patrol), fences (from physical to 
virtual), stadium lighting at night along various sections of the border, and 
other technology and gadgets, some of which, although extremely costly, did 
not work. For example, a virtual fence (made up of surveillance cameras) was 
developed by Bowing at a cost of $20.6 million and was intended to cover a 
twenty-eight-mile area of border south of Tucson (Hsu 2008). Large towers were 
installed in a portion of the Arizona border with Mexico to hold the cameras 
for the virtual fence but when the cameras were mounted, they were useless, 
they simply did not work. After only a few weeks, the cameras were removed, 
though the towers remain. After spending nearly $1 billion ($15 million per 
mile) on this program and doing nothing to improve security, the Obama ad-
ministration finally ended it on January 14, 2011 (Jessup 2011).

5. Major Border Patrol Operations

As a para-military organization, the US Border Patrol regularly plans and 
implements enforcement initiatives under the nomenclature of “opera-
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tions” (Hernández 2010). The following is a list of some of the major op-
erations carried out by the Border Patrol, particularly those that relate to 
Mexican immigrants and the US-Mexico border.

• Repatriation, 1930s: About 400,000 Mexicans were deported during 
the period of the Great Depression.

• Wetback, 1952: Over two million Mexicans were rounded up, as far 
as in the Midwest, and deported.

• Blockade, 1993: This operation was focused on the border around El 
Paso, Texas. The goal was to dramatically decrease undocumented im-
migration through this urban border area (Ciudad Juárez-El Paso) by in-
creasing the number of agents and equipment. The two-week operation 
was launched the morning of September 19, 2003 with deployment of 400 
Border Patrol agents along a central twenty-mile segment of the border. 
The initiative was deemed so successful that it was continued in this area 
as Operation Hold the Line and was also implemented in other areas un-
der a different name (see the next bullet point). The El Paso Sector’s Border 
Patrol Chief, Silvestre Reyes, was later promoted to Director of the Immi-
gration and Naturalization Service, the agency under which the Border 
Patrol operated until ICE was formed after 9/11.

• Gatekeeper, 1994: Launched on October 1 under President Bill Clin-
ton, this initiative continued Operation Blockade to the San Diego Sector. 
The operation included increasing the number of Border Patrol agents in 
that sector, as well as implementing technology such as infrared surveil-
lance cameras, seismic field sensors, and real-time data maps. By 1997, 
the Border Patrol’s budget had doubled to $800 million (Nevins 2010). 
Operation Gatekeeper was continued under President George W. Bush: 
“In the past two years, the Bush administration has spent $100 million on 
sophisticated surveillance gear and a high-powered information network 
to keep undocumented immigrants out” (Mechanic 2003). Additionally, 
on Thursday, October 26, 2006, President Bush signed into law the Secure 
Fence Act which approved building 700 miles of fencing along the US-
Mexico border. This law also authorized more checkpoints and lighting 
as well as increasing the use of modern technology like cameras, satellites, 
and unmanned aerial vehicles such as drones. Operation Gatekeeper was 
also implemented in the Tucson Border Patrol Sector, which includes most 
of Arizona’s border with Mexico, as Operation Safeguard.

• Jumpstart, 2006: This initiative incorporated the use of 6,000 National 
Guard military personnel along the US-Mexico border to assist the Bor-
der Patrol in surveillance and building the fence.

The result of these recent initiatives that concentrate Border Patrol 
agents, fencing and technology along urban areas has been termed the 
“funnel effect:” since it has become more difficult for undocumented im-
migrants to cross in populated areas, they have been forced to cross in ru-
ral areas (Rubio-Goldsmith 2006). Indeed, the funneling has resulted in 
a significant increase in both the number of apprehensions and migrant 
deaths in the Arizona desert. For example, the number of apprehensions 
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in the Tucson Sector increased from 139,473 in 1994 to 491,771 in 2004 
(USBP 1998; USBP 2004). Even more dramatically, the number of recov-
ered human remains increased from nine in 1990 to 201 in 2005. 

6. Major US Immigration Legislation

Migration is highly dependent on the laws of both the sending and receiv-
ing countries. Although in modern times we tend not to focus on emigra-
tion, those leaving a country, but only on immigration, those who enter, 
even today, most countries control both who can leave and who can en-
ter and under what conditions. Hence, emigration and immigration are 
dependent on laws. This control is undertaken through laws enacted and 
implemented at the level of the nation states, thus the distinction between 
“legal” emigration and immigration (that movement of people that is sanc-
tioned by law) and “illegal” emigration and immigration (the movement 
of people not sanctioned by law). In other words, the categories of peo-
ple (ages, ethnicities/races, religions, genders, political beliefs/practices, 
health status, occupation, etc.) and nations of origin and destinations are 
highly controlled by laws, independent of the social or ecological forces 
driving migration. 

In the United States, one can easily see how the nation’s laws have re-
sulted in who gets in, when, and under what conditions. Major Congres-
sional immigration legislation, includes for example, the following:

• Chinese Exclusion Act. Enacted in 1882, this legislation was specifically 
aimed at keeping Chinese immigrants out of the United States. Although 
the Chinese were recruited to help complete the transcontinental railroad, 
once the railroad was completed and with the bust of gold mining in Cali-
fornia where most of these Chinese immigrants then lived, Chinese people 
were no longer welcome. Initially enacted for a ten-year period, the Chi-
nese Exclusion Act was continually renewed until finally repealed in 1942.

• Gentleman’s Agreement: Enacted in 1908, this informal agreement 
was entered into between the US and Japan and its goal was to prevent 
Japanese citizens from both leaving Japan and entering the United States. 
This agreement was in place until 1924.

• National Origins System: This legislation, enacted in 1921 that re-
mained in place (with some modifications along the way) until 1965, es-
tablished a quota system based on county of origin. It intentionally had 
the goal of privileging certain countries (those in northern and western 
Europe) and diminishing (almost stopping) immigration from others 
(those in southern and eastern Europe and in Asia). For example, Great 
Britain was permitted 65,721 immigrants per year while Greece was only 
allowed 307 (Ngai 1999). Initially, Mexico, Latin America and other coun-
tries in the Western Hemisphere were not included in the quota system 
but they were added later.

• Immigration and Naturalization Act of 1965: This legislation included 
several components, including two critical changes: 1) ending the national 
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origins quota system that had been in place for some countries since 1921; 
and 2) establishing a family “reunification” system, giving preference to 
immigrants with family already in the United States, particularly mem-
bers of the nuclear family (parents, spouses and children).

• Immigration Reform and Control Act: Enacted in 1986, this legisla-
tion had three main components: 1) a one-time legalization (“amnesty”) 
program; 2) employer sanctions for employers who knowingly hire un-
documented (“illegal”) immigrants; and 3) enhanced border control and 
surveillance.

• Illegal Immigration Reform and Responsibility Act: This legislation 
was enacted in 1996 and included two main components: 1) deportations 
for criminal activity; and 2) additional border control and surveillance.

7. Congressional Action and In-Action

For the past fifteen years, the US Congress has been unwilling to take any 
dramatic action on immigration reform. Although Congress has had op-
portunities to undertake comprehensive immigration reform (President 
George W. Bush proposed a plan as did Senators Ted Kennedy and John 
McCain, two of the most powerful members of Congress), it has only ap-
proved minor legislation dealing with enforcement (such as the building 
of the fence along the border with Mexico and additional funds for ICE 
and the Border Patrol). Congress has been unwilling to pass legislation, 
for example, such as the DREAM Act, a bill that has been before it several 
times. This bill would give young undocumented immigrants who gradu-
ate from American high schools the opportunity for legalization through 
either service in the military or attending college.

During his campaign for the presidency in 2008, President Barack Obama 
supported both the DREAM Act and comprehensive immigration reform. 
Yet, during his first two years in office and even with a Congress controlled 
by Democrats, he was unable to move either one of these measures through 
Congress. During the launch of his re-election campaign in April 2010, Pres-
ident Obama again spoke forcefully in favor of both the DREAM Act and 
comprehensive immigration reform and promised to pursue both initiatives 
through Congress. Given the anti-Obama Congress, now controlled by Re-
publicans, it is unlikely that either issues will pass, and certainly not before 
the elections in November 2012. Thus, in the near future, we are likely to 
see more of the same: Congressional inaction on comprehensive immigra-
tion reform and action only for greater enforcement.

8. Anti-Immigration Rhetoric

The following are only a few examples of the thousands of vitriolic pieces 
of rhetoric regarding undocumented immigrants, specifically Spanish-
speakers, that can be found in newspapers, magazine, the Internet and 
on radio and television:
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• “The best way to help illegal aliens is by stopping illegal immigra-
tion.” (Rep. Jim Sensenbrenner, R-WI)

• “This is what Americans want. They want safe borders and they want 
safe ballots.” (Rep. John Mica, R-FL)

• Springfield, Tennessee, considers banning Hispanics on public parks 
because some visitors are speaking Spanish.

• “If they’re speaking Spanish, I tend to think they are illegal.” (Alder-
man Ken Cherry)

• “The fence will safeguard the nation.” (Sen. Bill Frist, then Senate 
Majority Leader, R-TN)

• “The fence will protect the American people.” (Pres. George W. Bush)
• “We need the National Guard to clean out all our cities and round them 

up [illegal immigrants]… They have no problem slitting your throat and tak-
ing your money or selling drugs to your kids or raping your daughters, and 
they are evil people.” (Chris Simcox, co-founder of the Minuteman Proj-
ect and president of the Minuteman Civil Defense Corps. As quoted in the 
Southern Poverty Law Center’s Intelligence Report Magazine, Summer 2005.)

• “My message to them is, not in two weeks, not in two months, not in 
two years, never! We must be clear that we will not surrender America and 
we will not turn the United States over to the invaders from south of the 
border.” (Rep. Virgil Goode (R-VA), at the March for America, Washing-
ton, DC, June 18, 2007.)

• “I don’t care if Mexicans pile up against that fence … just run a cou-
ple of taco trucks up and down the line…” (Neal Boortz, anti-immigrant 
talk radio host on WSB-AM in Atlanta on June 18, 2007.)

• “Terrorists are also walking in unopposed; our southwestern border is 
littered with Arabic papers and Islamic prayer rugs.” (Jim Gilchrist, founder 
of Minutemen Project. From a press release announcing the forthcoming 
publication of a new book co-authored with Jerome R. Corsi, February 2006.)

• “What we’ll do is randomly pick one night every week where we will 
kill whoever crosses the border… step over there and you die. You get to 
decide whether it’s your lucky night or not. I think that would be more fun.” 
(Brian James, anti-immigrant talk radio host with KFYI-AM in Phoenix. 
Suggesting a solution to the immigration problem in Arizona while fill-
ing in for the regular host, March 2006.)

• “We’ve got to make it in this country so (immigrants) can’t exist here… 
We’ve got to rattle their teeth and put their feet to the fire!” (Terry Ander-
son, anti-immigrant talk radio host with KRLA in Los Angeles. Speaking 
at a “Hold Their Feet to the Fire” anti-immigrant rally organized by the 
Federation of American Immigration Reform, April 22, 2007.)

• “We have the inherent right to enforce federal immigration law. If 
Washington doesn’t like it, I recommend they change the laws.” (Sheriff 
of Maricopa County, Joe Arpaio)

• “The majority of the illegal trespassers that are coming into the state 
of Arizona are under the direction and control of organized drug cartels 
and they are bringing drugs in.” (Arizona Governor Jan Brewer)
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• “I will not back off until we solve the problem of this illegal invasion. 
Invaders, that’s what they are. Invaders on the American sovereignty and 
it can’t be tolerated.” (Russell Pearce, Arizona State Senator)

9. Recent State Immigration Bills

Although historically and across the globe the control of both emigra-
tion and immigration has been the purview of federal governments, and 
so it has been with the United States, beginning in 1994 with the passage 
of Proposition 187 in California and escalating rapidly from 2000 to the 
present, almost every state legislature in the US has introduced bills spe-
cifically directed at controlling immigration, particularly unauthorized 
(“illegal”) immigration from Mexico, or legislation aimed at a particu-
lar immigrant group. Proposition 187 was passed by the voters with 59% 
voting in favor. This law, although quickly challenged in the courts and 
struck down as being unconstitutional, would have prohibited undocu-
mented immigrants from receiving public education and health services 
in California. Since then, many states have passed some form of anti-im-
migration legislation, Arizona being the most notable both because of 
the number of bills introduced and for the passing of Senate Bill 1070, the 
most comprehensive and draconian anti-immigration legislation passed 
by any state to date. This law, also challenged in the courts and still under 
review, received worldwide attention. Other examples of anti-immigration 
and anti-Hispanic legislation from Arizona follow:

• 1986: English-Only; This law, passed by the Legislature and then 
ruled unconstitutional, made English the “official” language of Arizo-
na and was aimed at Spanish-speaking immigrants, particularly from 
Mexico.

• 2000: Proposition 203; this law was passed by the voters and prohibits 
instruction in any language other than English beyond a two-year transi-
tional period. Despite the fact that bilingual education became common 
educational practice, particularly in schools in the American Southwest, 
after the US Supreme Court ruled on Lau vs. Nichols in 1974.

• 2006: Although the earlier English-Only law was found to be uncon-
stitutional, the conservative Legislature continued to pursue the theme 
and passed a somewhat narrower law requiring that all official actions 
“be conducted in English.”

• 2006: The voters passed a Referendum with various components pro-
hibiting the use of state funds for: 1) adult education of undocumented 
adults; 2) child care for undocumented children; and 3) waivers, grants 
and other financial assistance for college students who are not US citizens 
or permanent residents.

Additional anti-immigration bills were introduced in every session of 
the Legislature since then but most did not pass, including making it il-
legal to rent housing to undocumented immigrants or issue them a state 
driver’s license. 
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10. Update Since 2006

The trend for states throughout the United States to enact anti-immigra-
tion legislation has continued to the present. However, Arizona has be-
come known as the most anti-immigrant, anti-Mexican state for many 
reasons: Senator Russell Pearce’s pushing of bills against these groups 
through the Republican controlled Legislature; Sheriff Joe Arpaio’s (known 
as “the toughest sheriff in America”) harassment of Hispanics and raids of 
residences and work places in search of undocumented immigrants; and 
Governor Jan Brewer’s comments against immigrants and signing the an-
ti-immigration legislation passed by the Legislature, particularly SB1070 
(described below). As Sheriff Clarence Dupnik of Pima County put it after 
the shooting of Representative Gabrielle Giffords: “Arizona has become 
the Mecca for racism and bigotry” (Barr 2011). Following are some of the 
laws that were passed in Arizona in more recent years:

• 2008: Legal Arizona Workers Act: this law requires employers to use 
E-Verify, a national data base, to determine the eligibility/legality of em-
ployees to work in the United States.

• 2010: SB 1070; this law, with several specific components, is unequiv-
ocally the most draconian state legislation passed to date. Among other 
things, police must question anyone they presume to be “illegal” about 
their immigration status and pursue deportation through the legal sys-
tem. As a result of Gov. Brewer signing this bill into law, Congressman 
Raúl Grijalva called for a boycott of Arizona. The legality of this law was 
challenged in court and the judge placed an injunction on various sec-
tions that need to be reviewed. Since its passing in Arizona, several other 
states have enacted similar legislation.

• 2010: HB 2281; This law was pushed by the previous Arizona Secre-
tary of Education, Tom Horne, and bans ethnic studies programs in pub-
lic schools, specifically in Tucson Unified School District.

• 2010: Although not a bill, the AZ Dept. of Education enacted a policy 
that targets teachers who speak “heavily accented” English. But as the Na-
tional Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) wrote, what matters most 
is not the “accent” of the teacher, but whether or not the teacher “under-
stands students and the dynamics of language learning.”

• During the 2011 legislative session, Senator Pearce submitted (al-
though they did not pass because of the pressure he and other legislators 
received from the business community which had been negatively impact-
ed by the boycott over SB 1070), several anti-immigration bills, including:

   ◦ A bill that would require public schools to count undocumented 
children and require the state to withhold funds for such children.

   ◦ Citizenship by birth, challenging the 14th Amendment to the US 
Constitution, would only be granted to children born in Arizona if at 
least one parent was a US citizen (the US constitution grants citizen-
ship to anyone born in the United States, regardless of parents’ immi-
gration status).
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11. What is needed?

How is the United States going to emerge from this mess, where states have 
hijacked and run amuck with immigration legislation? Ideally, and par-
ticularly in the case of Mexico, where the majority of unauthorized im-
migration originates, the issue would be addressed bilaterally; that is, two 
governments working together, recognizing that migration has its push 
(in Mexico) and pull (in the US) factors. Such an approach is not uncom-
mon; recall, for example, the Gentleman’s Agreement with Japan or the 
Bracero Program with Mexico.

Regardless of whether immigration reform is approached bilaterally or 
unilaterally, such reform must be both enacted at the federal level and it 
must be comprehensive. State-level immigration legislation is simply in-
appropriate and piecemeal reform that will not solve the issues of greatest 
concern. At the minimum, comprehensive immigration legislation would 
address the following (not listed in any particular order):

• Legalization program: At the beginning of 2011, it was estimated that 
there are approximately eleven million undocumented immigrants in the 
United States and most of them are part of mixed-status families — fami-
lies in which some members are US citizens by birth, others hold perma-
nent resident alien visas and others are in the country without any proper 
documents. Thus, the question arises as to what should be done with un-
authorized immigrants already living in the US, most of who have lived 
here for many years, have jobs, pay taxes and are law-abiding residents. 
Comprehensive immigration reform should provide a path to legaliza-
tion for these individuals, similar to the successful legalization program 
of the mid-1980s.

• Guest worker program: Establish a guest worker program for seasonal 
workers with appropriate safeguards for both employees and employers.

• Legal “permanent” immigration: Increase the number of visas 
based on employment needs in the US and help close off undocumented 
immigration.

• Enforcement: No one who proposes or supports comprehensive 
immigration reform argues against enforcement being one of its com-
ponents. On the contrary, a reasonable enforcement program is taken 
as a given. Still, when there are so many Border Patrol agents that they 
are bored on the job or when two fences are built (as is the case along 
the Tijuana-California border) and a third is proposed, one can ques-
tion the reasonableness of, and rationale for continuing to increase the 
Border Patrol’s budget.

• Promote integration: Although those on the political right complain 
that immigrants are not assimilating, there are few services to help im-
migrants integrate into American society, such as through the teaching 
of English and citizenship classes that teach American democracy and its 
foundational principles, including civic involvement, including voting. 
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Between Borders and Margins: 
Reconceptualizing Alterity

Carlos Gallego

I would like to begin with a quote from a young female resident of Cli-
chy-sous-Bois who is responding to the violence that has exploded in the 
Parisian suburb following the deaths of two youths in late October 2005. 
It reads: 

We just want to be recognized as human beings, instead of being seen 
as Arabs or blacks. We don’t all want new mosques—that’s only im-
portant for a few people, yet that’s what the state does. Burning cars 
does not help anyone. It just gives a bad impression—we are not ani-
mals. (Sabek 2006, 11)

I begin with this quote because I believe it to be representative of a certain 
mentality concerning the ubiquity of borders in our world. The situation 
in France, I believe, is one that arises from borders — not only the inter-
national borders that ascribe secondary citizen status to immigrants, but 
also to the geographical, racial, and economic borders that reinforce such 
prejudice. While some argue that the problem in France is mostly due to 
an antiquated secular and universalist vision that fails to account for eth-
nic and religious differences, I would argue that it is the obsession with 
differences, characteristic of our historical moment, that is at the root of 
this civil unrest.

I make this claim because I feel that the situation in France is disturbingly 
similar to the problems that racial minorities face in the United States. Most 
recently, the aftermath of hurricane Katrina made evident how race and pov-
erty continue to be systemic problems in this nation, born out of a legacy of 
colonialism, slavery and oppression. But we do not have to wait for or look to 
natural disasters to confirm the persistence of historically validated structural 
inequalities. In the US Southwest, for example, the legacy of colonialism takes 
on many forms, such as the violence that permeates Native American reserva-
tions or the countless deaths attributed to undocumented immigration along 
the US-Mexico border, that “1,950 mile-long open wound” poeticized by the 
late Gloria Anzaldúa (1987, 2). Like France and most other first world nations, 
the United States has exploited foreign lands and resources without fully ac-
cepting the peoples affected by such exploitation. In fact, contempt seems to 
be the institutional policy toward colonized, and eventually marginalized, 
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peoples; and as the young woman from Clichy-sous-Bois observes, recogni-
tion is lacking in most of these communities — a recognition that promises, if 
not political and economic equality, then at least equal opportunity. The dif-
ficulty, however, is in determining what form this recognition takes, or, more 
problematically, if recognition is even the answer.

The problem of recognition is one that the Chicano/a literary communi-
ty has been addressing for decades. Whether expressed through the rhetoric 
of nationalism, multiculturalism, or identity politics, recognition has been a 
central concern for Chicano/a poets and writers, often serving as a guiding 
philosophical principle in many literary texts. One reason for this is the fact 
that the politics of recognition entail a concrete sense of identity, another issue 
central to Chicano/a studies. The problem of representing a subject position 
that can be ideologically defined, socially located, and politically recognized 
has been key in the formation and development of Chicano/a literature. 

A brief comparative analysis of Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzales’ famous poem, 
I am Joaquín (1967), and Gloria Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La Frontera (1987), 
might help clarify this point. The principal aim of Gonzales’ epic poem is to 
define the Chicano/a community by creating a historical-literary genealogy 
that connects a heroic Mexican past with a modern American condition of 
economic immobility and cultural assimilation. The poem tells the story of 
a young narrator, Joaquín, who feels alienated by modernity, and who ques-
tions the basis and value of his contemporary existence. Understanding that 
his ancestors’ refusal to assimilate to the American mainstream has resulted in 
economic and cultural marginalization, Joaquín seeks refuge in the strength 
of his culture, in “the safety within the / circle of life — / MY OWN PEOPLE” 
(Gonzales 1972, 12). Here, the poem reverts to a typical, epic examination of 
the past as a method of understanding the self and, more importantly, the role 
of the self as citizen of a nation. Joaquín’s genealogical examination reveals 
that he is the incarnation of a Hegelian dialectical tension between master and 
slave, that he is the product of a violent Spanish-Aztec marriage. Rather than 
critically reflecting on the ontological-existential nature of this condition and 
the possible insight that such a condition enables, Joaquín utilizes his complex 
history as a rallying cry for Chicano unification, claiming ties with Mexican 
history and iconography, particularly the figures of Zapata, Villa, and Cuauh-
témoc, as a means of differentiating himself from Anglo-American culture. 
The poem thus strives toward the unification of a disconnected community 
by advocating cultural pride through historical awareness and political resis-
tance to institutional assimilation.

The success of the poem is evident in its canonical status as one of the 
first major literary works to identify itself as “Chicano.” It did, in many 
ways, provide a recognizable subject position that gave voice to a margin-
alized community. Nonetheless, the poem’s definition of what it meant to 
be “Chicano” was questioned by members of the community who could 
not, or would not, identify with that subject position. One of the most in-
sightful criticisms was voiced by Chicanas who called attention to the po-
em’s sexist underpinnings — to the fact that the only active agents in the 
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poem are men, while women are relegated to a position of passivity and 
servitude. Finding the ideology of I am Joaquín to be lacking and misrep-
resentative of the Chicano/a experience, writers like Anzaldúa responded 
with alternative subject positions that provided less deterministic possibili-
ties. The “new Mestiza,” as defined in Borderlands/La Frontera, provides 
an example of such an alternative. In this work, Anzaldúa defines the new 
Mestiza as a hybrid that “undergoes a struggle of the flesh, a struggle of 
borders, an inner war” (Anzaldúa 1987, 70), and who resolves such tensions 
by “developing a tolerance for contradictions, a tolerance for ambiguity… 
[and by having] a plural personality, [and operating] in a pluralistic mode” 
(79). Responding to the sexism underlying traditional representations of 
the Chicano experience, Anzaldúa’s new Mestiza incorporates a simulta-
neous multiplicity that is considered exemplary rather than problematic: 
“Because I, a Mestiza, / continually walk out of one culture / and into an-
other, / because I am in all cultures at the same time” (77).

Anzaldúa’s overcoming of the ideological limitations inherent in 
previous conceptions of Chicano/a subjectivity makes her a champion 
among those who advocate a model of recognition founded on a philosophy 
of difference and multicultural awareness. However, years after the 
publication of Borderlands/La Frontera, Anzaldúa herself would question 
such a model. In her preface to the anthology this bridge we call home 
(2002), she states: “Twenty-one years ago we struggled with the recognition 
of difference within the context of commonality. Today we grapple with the 
recognition of commonality within the context of difference” (Anzaldúa 
and Keating 2002, 2). Anzaldúa’s refocus from an emphasis on difference 
to commonality is an important first step toward a re-conceptualization of 
subjectivity. However, I would also argue that this critique has been present 
in Chicano/a literature for decades, yet has somehow suffered from its 
own lack of recognition. As Juan Bruce-Novoa (1990) argues, authors like 
Oscar “Zeta” Acosta and Cecile Pineda have remained at the margins of 
the Chicano/a literary canon due to their “troublesome” representations of 
Chicano/a subjectivity. Acosta, for example, in The Revolt of the Cockroach 
People (1989), describes the Chicano insurrection of the 1960s and 1970s 
as a collective moment of méconnaissance or misrecognition. In this 
work, Acosta explores the dark, carnivalesque underside of the Chicano 
civil rights movement, depicting the world of sex, violence, and drugs 
that existed alongside the more publicly celebrated political activism (yet 
another reason why Acosta remains a problematic figure for many critics). 
Similar to the situational ethics of Alain Badiou (2001), who states that 
only by abandoning the “ideology of victimhood” — of oppressor and 
oppressed — can a radical politics be achieved, Acosta also de-subjectifies 
his ideological critique in The Revolt. Rather than continue with a politics 
of recognition and difference, Acosta posits a more radical vision founded 
on a logic of sameness, which he locates in the metaphor of the “cockroach,” 
his symbol for an anonymous collective composed of the disenchanted, 
the marginalized and the dispossessed.
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This shift from a politics of identity and difference to a politics of non-
identity and sameness is even more evident in Cecile Pineda’s novel Face 
(2003), which I read as an allegory for that unspeakable, unnameable and 
undecidable point that — again, paraphrasing Alain Badiou — marks the 
emergence of a truth in a given situation, thus allowing for the possibility 
of a radically new model of subjectivization. For those unfamiliar with the 
novel, it is important to note that Face is based on true events, narrating 
a remarkable story of lost love, social rejection, economic hardship, isola-
tion, and the psychological effects of alienation. 

Face is, like many of Kafka’s tales, a fantastic yet ordinary narrative — 
that of a man (Helio Cara) who has the unlucky experience of suffering 
an accident and remaining permanently scarred as a result of it. He, in 
fact, loses his face and, alienated by a society unwilling to recognize his 
non-identity, is forced to seek shelter in the interior of Brazil. Yet, as in 
Kafka’s “Metamorphosis”, this is not a simple tale of misfortune. There is a 
uniqueness — a particularity — to Helio Cara’s story that manages to as-
tound, to beg the questions “is this real?” and “how is this possible?” This, 
of course, refers to the fact that Helio takes it upon himself to reconstruct 
his countenance, grafting sections of skin from his chest and sewing them 
to his face, thus slowly rebuilding one of nature’s most essential signifiers.

I find that the novel’s power, however, lies not in the triumph of con-
structability — which would align it with a politics of identity and rec-
ognition — but rather in its presentation of failure and of the will power 
required to endure the difficult truths that emerge from failure. As the 
experiences of Helio Cara demonstrate, the limitations or radical fini-
tude commonly associated with failure can also bring to light a hopeful-
ness usually associated with infinite possibility. Helio’s anonymity — his 
reduction to an amassment of “particles tattooed onto the skin” (Pineda, 
2003, 19) — makes manifest the latent truth of our generic being, the fun-
damental commonality that binds our existence. This is the reason why 
his face remains nondescript, absent of any differentiating characteristics 
that would sustain a sense of identity. Helio’s lack of face reveals, in Ba-
diou’s terms, an infinite multiplicity, a terrifying void, that, like a blank 
page, is capable of reflecting back innumerable possibilities.

Thus, rather than focus on the differences attributed to marginal iden-
tities, and the recognition of such differences, “troublesome” authors like 
Acosta and Pineda concentrate on the issues of sameness and impossibil-
ity. By sameness I mean that improbable yet constantly present genericity 
that binds our “being” together — that universality made momentarily ap-
parent by seemingly impossible causes and events that go beyond the limits 
of a given situation — like the non-identity of a cockroach revolution or  a 
faceless man. Such radical subjectivity invites a sameness that exists on the 
“outside,” beyond a politics of recognition and representation, rendering dif-
ference and identity irrelevant. And it is precisely this beyond — this “being” 
at the threshold of subjectivity — that makes marginality an important area 
of study, especially when liberated from particular versions of multicultural-
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ism. Thus, marginality should be analyzed, not on the basis of recognition, 
but rather as an example — a symptom if you will — of non-recognition, of 
the failure of demarcation and the limits of ideological confinement.

To conclude, I would like to return to that quote from the young resi-
dent of Clichy-sous-Bois. I believe that her observations on the riots in 
France speak to many of the issues I have touched upon. First is the obvi-
ous yet easily overlooked desire to be recognized as human, and not dif-
ferentiated as Arabs or blacks. This request speaks to the negative outcome 
of a politics founded on difference. As Badiou reminds us, “since differ-
ences are what there is, and since every truth is the coming-to-be of that 
which is not yet, so differences are then precisely what truths depose, or 
render insignificant. No light is shed on any concrete situation by the no-
tion of the ‘recognition of the other’ ” (Badiou 2001, 27). In other words, 
a politics founded on the recognition of difference is practically doomed 
toward a policy of institutionalizing the obvious — different people are 
different. The unspoken conclusion to such thinking is, ironically, also a 
common theme in contemporary comedies addressing issues of race — 
different people are different and should thus be treated differently. While 
this may seem comical in a situation dealing with a new colleague at work 
of a different race and the awkward attempts at political correctness, it is 
not so funny when situated in a context of colonial oppression. In the lat-
ter scenario, different treatment for those deemed different — in other 
words, the recognition of difference — entails a completely different form 
of politics that has less to do with correctness and more to do with mas-
tery and slavery. I assume we all agree on which side of the master-slave 
divide most “Arabs and blacks” currently fall.

Another similar point regards the young resident of Clichy-sous-Bois’s 
complaint that, although new mosques are not a priority, “that’s what the 
state does” (Sabek 2006, 11). Again, I believe this to be an insight into the 
limits and misguidance of recognition politics. The mosque, in this scenar-
io, is representative of the recognition of difference — of a “correct” form 
of acknowledging the differences of those who are different. The problem 
is that this does little to resolve the deeper, more important structural is-
sues of inequality. In fact, as the young woman observes, difference here 
helps maintain inequality, which leads to her next statement — that burn-
ing cars does not help anyone and that it gives a bad impression. As soci-
ologists have observed, one of the main motivations underlying a riot is 
the expression of repressed frustration and anger. A riot is in many ways 
a social catharsis. However, what is brought into question is its strategic 
value. As the young woman observes, burning cars is of no political or 
social value. It helps no one, and it gives a bad impression. However, one 
thing it does do is send a smoke signal; it functions as a sign, a marker 
signaling a frustration with, and the possible destruction of, socially con-
structed borders. 

Finally, the young resident claims that they are not animals. This is per-
haps the most telling of all her observations. The fact that she feels com-
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pelled to make such a statement speaks to the extent of the problem. As 
Badiou reminds us, there is very little difference in being a victim or be-
ing an animal. Both positions equally undermine your humanity. To say 
that they are not animals is also to state that they are not victims. They 
may endure violent structural inequalities, but this does not lessen their 
humanity. They are equally capable of transcending their animality in or-
der to pursue a higher truth, of going beyond themselves and their given 
finitude in search of the infinite and impossible. 

Thus, as writers like Acosta and Pineda, as well as the residents of 
Clichy-sous-Bois, make evident, it is not in the center of society — in the 
mainstream or status quo — where we will find the truth of our social con-
dition or a clue to understanding our humanity; rather it is in the mar-
gins, in those unfortunate locations unlucky enough to pay testament to 
our failed, artificial barriers, that we find the truth of our falsehoods, the 
genuine artificiality of promises like “liberty and justice for all.” Those in 
the margins do not celebrate difference but instead suffer it. To recognize 
difference in this case is to perpetuate the problem of inequality — it is the 
same as offering a mosque, a statue, a holiday, or a stamp. It’s a nice gesture, 
but it does little to address the problem. To not exist as animals, we must 
first understand that we are more than the material differences that bind 
our existence — that we share in a radical genericity that underlies our be-
ing. Only then will we be able to re-conceptualize our differences in terms 
of sameness and leave behind a failed politics of recognition and identity.
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Crossing the Ideological Divide:  
The US-Mexican Border in Chicano/a Literature

Carlos Gallego

For those of us interested in literary cultures of the US Southwest, the cur-
rent international crisis concerning border crossings and undocumented 
immigration in places like North America and Europe is certainly not a new 
phenomenon. We know, for example, that questions regarding the impact of 
borders on human existence have been at the center of Chicano/a literature 
for years. In fact, one could easily argue, as many critics have, that Chicano/a 
subjectivity is founded on the divisions created by borders, whether cultural, 
linguistic, ethnic, or national. The work of Gloria Anzaldúa and Guillermo 
Gómez-Peña, for instance, address the problematic relationship between 
borders and human subjectivity. Anzaldúa in particular is recognized as a 
paradigmatic figure in revolutionizing traditional interpretations of border 
politics and Chicano/a subjectivity. Her most influential work, Borderlands/
La Frontera: The New Mestiza, examines the overlap between geopolitical, 
sexual, linguistic, and psychic borders: 

The actual physical borderland that I’m dealing with in this book is the 
Texas-U.S., Southwest/Mexican border. The psychological borderlands, 
the sexual borderlands, and spiritual borderlands are not particular 
to the Southwest. In fact the Borderlands are physically present wher-
ever two or more cultures edge each other, where people of different 
races occupy the same territory, where under, lower, middle, and up-
per classes touch, where the space between two individuals shrinks 
with intimacy. (Anzaldúa 1987, 19)

As Anzaldúa notes, physical borders are only one manifestation of the 
many borders that permeate our existence. Her understanding of the bor-
derlands as an ambiguous space created by border tensions, and the new 
Mestiza as the embodiment of these tensions, underscores Anzaldúa’s belief 
that hybrid, border subjects can exist outside specific geopolitical regions. 

Along similar lines, Guillermo Gómez-Peña also addresses the 
consequences and effects of border crossings in his work The New World 
Border (1996). Weary of the fact that border experiences like hybridity 

* An earlier version of this essay appeared in Séptimo foro internacional de es-
tudios sobre las culturas literarias del sudoeste norteamericano, M.C. Graña and F. 
Fava (eds.), Verona: QuiEdit 2007.
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can be easily appropriated and romanticized for ideological purposes, 
Gómez-Peña reminds us that it is the structures and networks of power 
that determine who can legally cross a border, thus limiting the negative 
experiences of border crossings to those without politico-economic 
privilege:

A willingness to cross borders and good intentions are not enough. 
Crossing the border from North to South has very different implications 
than crossing the same border from South to North; the border can-
not possibly mean the same to a tourist as it does to an undocumented 
worker… “Transculture” and hybridity have different connotations for 
a person of color than for an Anglo American. (Gómez-Peña 1996, 9)

Although the experience of crossing borders may be readily accessible to 
any individual with enough politico-economic privilege, i.e., the tourist, 
Gómez-Peña is careful to point out that crossing the same border does not 
necessarily entail the same experience. While the privileged may willfully 
experience hybridity at the level of spectacle and simulacra, the less privi-
leged are condemned to this condition due to socioeconomic marginal-
ization and cultural displacement.

In addition to the creation of new subjectivities like the new Mestiza, 
the experience of crossing the border also serves a transformative function 
in Chicano/a literature, as demonstrated by Sandra Cisneros’ bestselling 
novel Caramelo (2002). The novel centers on the trials and tribulations of 
the multigenerational Reyes family, as they travel back and forth between 
the United States and Mexico. Though the story deals with the particular 
histories of family members, especially Awful Grandmother, it also ad-
dresses the effects of border crossing on cultural memory, as Lala Reyes, 
the novel’s narrator, recalls how “everything switches” once the family 
crosses the bridge separating Mexico and the United States (Cisneros 
2002, 17). An even more recent example of the border as transformative 
space can be found in Alicia Alarcón’s collection The Border Patrol Ate 
My Dust (2004), which recounts various immigrants’ stories concerning 
their undocumented entry into the United States. The personal accounts 
range from the absurd, e.g., a Cuban family that boards a plane to New 
York only to land in France, to the tragically violent, e.g., a man witness-
es the rape and possible murder of three young girls at the hands of their 
“coyotes.” Overall, the twenty-nine anecdotes speak to the endurance these 
immigrants must exercise in the face of extreme existential displacement. 

I mention these various examples in order to call attention to the 
philosophical tensions underlying the common interpretive model used 
in the study of borders and Chicano/a subjectivity, a model which I believe 
reinforces an ideological understanding of how these situations and 
subjectivities function. What I mean by this is that the common trend 
in all these examples is the tendency to define the border as a space of 
radical difference and transformation, as the space where a new subject 
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is created or through which a new world is entered. While it is difficult to 
argue against such an interpretation, especially in light of the apparent 
differences noticeable after crossing the border, like those described by Lala 
upon entering Mexico — “Sweets sweeter, colors brighter, the bitter more 
bitter” (Cisneros 2002, 17) — I believe that it is nonetheless important to 
question the logic — the actual thinking — that underlies our common 
understanding of how borders function. For example, can the pleasurable 
hybridity of a tourist experience be related to the fragmented condition 
of the undocumented immigrant? Why do we experience our everyday 
existential difference differently — more intensely — in border situations? 
And, perhaps most importantly, what divisions are borders meant to 
protect? And what happens when human individuals cross these divisions? 
What exactly does that crossing signify?

My point here is not to argue against the reality of the border experi-
ence. I do not wish to question the accuracy or validity of what a particu-
lar undocumented immigrant describes as his/her journey to the United 
States, like the accounts published in Alarcón’s collection; nor do I doubt 
the ambiguous existentiality of individuals who exist in a border region, as 
exemplified by Anzaldúa’s new Mestiza. My main intention is to critique 
what I see as the main cognitive or interpretive model by which we create 
meaning out of these border experiences. I actually agree that crossing the 
border entails an experience of displacement and that those who exist in 
these borderlands develop a unique, hybridized understanding of human 
existence. What I question, however, is the newness of this hybridity — 
whether or not it is a “new” human experience — and how the notion of 
“difference” in this context is being defined? Different from what? What 
is the basis for comparison?

As I previously mentioned, the two main features of border crossing 
that I wish to examine are its transformative qualities — the fact that 
the border is a space of difference and change — and also the idea that 
new, hybrid subjects are created out of border experiences. I think that 
these models of understanding continue to exert influence for two main 
reasons: first, the hybrid-subject model — with its romantic revolutionary 
aspirations — seems innovative because it complicates traditional notions 
of subjectivity while in actuality remaining conventional by working 
within the established structure of identity thinking. In other words, the 
idea of a new, border-hybrid subject adds another option or alternative to 
the existing structure of categorized and given subjectivities, but it never 
questions the basis of the structure itself. Second, the notion that borders 
function as transformative spaces, places where change and difference 
are intensely experienced, is in reality more misperception than it is fact. 
What I mean by this is that borders are actually vulnerable spaces within 
situations where difference needs to be promoted and enforced as a means of 
maintaining a specific definition of sameness. That is, borders, like the US-
Mexico border, function as policed situations where institutionally defined 
makers of difference — undocumented versus documented immigrant, 
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for example — help reinforce a common ideological understanding of 
sameness (what makes one American, and how that particular form of 
sameness is defined and maintained).

I use the term situation here purposefully, as a means of evoking the 
philosophy of Alain Badiou, which I believe can help shed new light on 
how we understand borders, border crossings, and Chicano/a subjectiv-
ity. Badiou defines a situation as any consistent or structured multiplic-
ity that is defined by a count-as-one (Badiou 2005). An example of such 
counting-as-one can be found in the situation we define as the “United 
States of America.” The political nation signified by this count-as-one is 
simply a situation in which a certain type of structuring takes place. Such 
structuring facilitates the boundaries of definition, helping differentiate 
between what belongs to the situation and what does not. Such structuring 
functions according to certain rules or axioms, such as the rule that any 
person with United States citizenship belongs to the situation termed the 
“United States.” Thus, although billions of people inhabit the Earth, only 
certain people will be counted in this situation. This is why social prob-
lems regarding certain groups of individuals who technically live their 
lives in the geographic space of the “United States” are usually expressed 
in terms of whether or not such people “count.” Do felony criminals count 
as citizens? Do undocumented immigrants? Such questions highlight the 
constructability of the count-as-one, foregrounding its inherent struc-
tural quality. The reality of who is an American and who is not is much 
more complicated and inconsistent than the simplistic count of citizen-
ship. Nonetheless, we claim to understand what is meant by the oneness 
of the “United States.” We understand that it participates in international 
relations, like the war in Iraq, even though the various groups and indi-
viduals (what Badiou terms “elements”) who compose the “United States” 
differ on the purpose and definition of the count-as-one; that is, they dif-
fer on what the “United States” is or should be.

When the United States is understood in terms of a situation as op-
posed to an actual entity, borders and border crossings take on a new sig-
nificance. Rather than being the cohesive unit it is known to be, with walls 
and barriers to protect itself from the dangerous differences that lurk be-
yond, much like a house or fort, the United States can actually be viewed 
as a fragile collection of relationships founded on an ever-weakening idea 
of sameness, on an increasingly fragmented count-as-one that seems weak-
est precisely at its margins — at its borders. The reason why the United 
States government is securing a new, more improved border between itself 
and Mexico is not to protect its population from the difference that a for-
eign invader represents but rather to reinforce and maintain a question-
able idea of sameness that seems more and more divorced from reality. 
As stated above, the very definition of what is America and who counts as 
American is at stake in this debate. This is why established institutions of 
power, like the US government, would rather build a higher, thicker wall 
than consider rethinking the terms of how we define the nation and how 
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we recognize a citizen. Such a rethinking would entail acknowledging that 
the way we determine American-ness is highly artificial and subjective, 
and that many people who are not typically defined or viewed as Ameri-
can actually exhibit traits that are classically associated with American-
ness. However, thinking in terms of such similarities is too complicated; 
it does not lend itself to easy answers or easy resolution. In fact, too much 
sameness between peoples undermines the very need for borders, which 
threatens the foundation of nation-building ideology. Thus, rather than 
complicate the matter by thinking in terms of sameness, we simply accen-
tuate the differences between “us” and “them” and build walls to reinforce 
and remind us of these differences.

Unfortunately, we in Chicano/a studies usually subscribe to this men-
tality of difference in our analysis of borders and border subjectivities. We, 
too, are guilty of searching for new experiences and new subjects to empha-
size what makes Chicano/a studies different as a discipline, even when the 
subject of this difference is described in terms of a borderless multiplicity, 
as with Anzaldúa’s new Mestiza. I suggest that instead of viewing borders 
strictly as spaces of difference that we also begin to see borders as spaces 
of repressed sameness — spaces where artificial differences are institution-
ally imposed for the sake of maintaining and reproducing the status quo. I 
believe that this is one of the prevailing features in Chicano/a studies that 
has yet to be fully explored — the symptomatic rather than novel nature of 
Chicano/a subjectivity. Instead of celebrating the fragmentary existential-
ity of the border or Chicano/a subject in terms of a new and revolutionary 
difference, I believe we may be better served analyzing such fragmentation 
as a contemporary manifestation of longstanding contradictions and ten-
sions — such as those created by the artificial divisions of class, gender and 
race — that date back centuries, perhaps to the origins of modernity. When 
interpreted in this manner, Chicano/a subjectivity becomes important, not 
for its newness or difference — both of which will inevitably fade in the cul-
tural imagination while other, newer, more different cultures emerge — but 
rather for its unique ability to symbolize structural limitations and contra-
dictions in a given situation within a specific moment in history. 

I think that the ability to discern Chicano/a subjectivity as a recent 
historical example of structural inconsistencies and ideological contra-
dictions is what constitutes the literary genius of writers like Oscar Zeta 
Acosta, who incorporates the experience of border crossing into both his 
novels, The Autobiography of a Brown Buffalo (1972) and The Revolt of the 
Cockroach People (1973). Acosta’s use of irony and self-deprecation provide 
the foundation for his apparent commentary on the nature of Chicano/a 
subjectivity. In The Autobiography of a Brown Buffalo, he uses the experi-
ence of crossing the border into Mexico as a trope for self-discovery. Al-
though his first impression upon crossing is, naturally, that of difference 
— the people in Mexico being almost all brown, and the poverty much 
more pronounced — he soon thereafter confesses that he “couldn’t con-
centrate on those things” because his mind “was in a quagmire, twisted 
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with the delights of the most beautiful women [he’d] ever seen.” In his 
typical, self-deprecating manner, Acosta undermines a serious moment of 
cultural observation to indulge in a sexist representation of women, not-
ing “graceful asses for strong children” and “full breasts for sucking life.” 
In fact, he claims that he “learned how to be a serious Mexican for the 
first time in [his] life” (Acosta, 1972, 188) by sleeping with two Mexican 
prostitutes. What this offensive language does is call attention to the sex-
ism that permeates the entire novel, thereby demonstrating how Acosta 
has not changed, despite his border crossing and the sense of difference he 
experiences. He remains the same, shallow, sexist philanderer he is at the 
beginning of the novel. This sameness is further reinforced by his getting 
arrested and tried in a Mexican court, raising parallels between the legal 
structures of the US and Mexico (Acosta was a controversial lawyer for 
the Chicano Movement in California during the 1960s and 1970s). This 
explains why the novel ends with the same powerful image with which it 
begins — with Acosta undergoing an identity crisis, standing naked be-
fore a mirror, reflecting on the nature of his being.

I do not intend to analyze here Acosta’s second novel, The Revolt of the 
Cockroach People, except to state that it also raises the complex issues of 
underlying structural sameness and existential discontent due to politi-
co-economic marginalization, which is portrayed through the theme of 
revolution in the novel, thus the genericity suggested in the title by the 
figure of the cockroach — it is, after all, a cockroach revolution, not Chi-
cano revolt. Rather, in conclusion, I would like to return to my opening 
remarks concerning the problem of undocumented immigration in the 
United States and its relation to the emerging field of border studies. This 
new academic discipline can be a key component in how we think about 
and address the many problems surrounding the complex issue of illegal 
immigration. One example of visual-literary culture that is working with-
in border studies and is utilizing the interpretive method I am suggesting 
here is the Border Film Project. The project was started in 2005 by “three 
friends—a Rhodes Scholar (Brett Huneycutt), a filmmaker (Rudy Adler), 
and a Wall Street analyst (Victoria Criado)—who spent three months on the 
US-Mexico border filming and distributing hundreds of disposable cam-
eras to two groups on different sides of the line: undocumented migrants 
crossing the desert and Minutemen volunteers trying to stop them.” They 
describe their intentions in beginning this project in the following terms: 

To simplify the complexities of immigration and the US-Mexico border, 
and to show the realities on the ground. The pictures speak for them-
selves. They capture the humanity present on both sides of the border. 
They tell stories that no news piece or policy debate or academic study 
could convey. They are non-partisan and inclusive. (Adler, et al. 2008)

It is precisely the Border Film Project’s attempt to “capture the humanity 
on both sides of the border” that I want to highlight. As the founders of the 
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project explain, when the “complexities of immigration and the US-Mexico 
border” are further confused by corporatized media representations and 
partisan policy-making, not to mention the overly-romanticized ideolo-
gies of difference often celebrated in academia, then the problem becomes 
impossibly overwhelming. The Border Film Project aims at demystifying 
the ideological state of confusion surrounding this issue by grounding it 
in actual human experience. As demonstrated in these sets of compara-
tive photos, the complex issues surrounding immigration, borders, and 
border cultures can become surprisingly simpler when we approach the 
problem through the interpretive model of sameness rather than differen-
ce. As the Irish writer, Samuel Beckett, emphasizes in so many of his wor-
ks, the act of waiting — the boredom, anxiety, and timelessness of such 
an experience — brings out the most universal of our human traits. And 
that is exactly the experience that many of these photos capture — the 
act of waiting, for either an opportunity to move while eluding capture 
(migrant), or the opportunity to observe with the intent of capturing and 
detaining (minuteman). Viewing these photos, it is easy to observe the 
apparent differences, like the difference in clothing and camera positio-
ning in figure 1, or the differences in existential comfort seen in figure 3. 
However, considering that these photos were grouped together from over 
1,500 photographs, the similarities emerge as striking. 

Consider, for example, the similar ontological examination of human 
being — of what constitutes humanity and how one is human — evident 
in figure 1, which suggests the humanization of an otherwise anonymous 
problem. Clearly, one face is looking into the camera, as if pleading for 
empathy, while the other suggests a vigilance that is indifferent to curious 
bystanders, the sunglasses accentuating this distance. The overlap, howev-
er, is in the facial representation, the need to ground the issue in real hu-
man experience, almost as if the pictures can substitute for the face-to-face 
conversation that such a complex issue necessitates. These photographs, 
moreover, speak to the uncanny human tendency to seek out a presence, 
an otherness that mirrors and thus reinforces our sense of self, even when 
that otherness consists of a simple shadow, as in figure 2.

Figure 3 is perhaps the most revealing in that it demonstrates our ca-
pacity for sympathetic identification with those we view as similar to us. 
Here we see the human ability to perceive and empathize with situations 
of fatigue or physical pain. In such instances we see beyond the superficial 
differences of nationality, of Mexicans and Americans, and witness the un-
derlying humanity that the Border Film Project calls attention to. We see the 
fatigue resulting from watchful, even restless, vigilance, as well as the scars 
left behind by a long journey on foot through hostile and dangerous terrain. 
Such comparisons make it difficult to use the rhetoric of borders as a means 
of justifying a difference in the humanity of the two individuals pictured.

Yet it is precisely this ideology of difference that pushes people like this 
suffering migrant to the existential limit. One lesson we can learn from this 
photo exhibit is that the painful experiences often associated with border 
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crossings are indeed real and tragically unnecessary. The human search 
for a manageable, reasonable, and peaceful form of coexistence should not 
entail so much suffering. But, as these pictures testify, modern barbarism 
continues, as we create and strengthen unnecessary borders and bound-
aries that later come back to haunt us, both individually and collectively. 
This is why I believe that Chicano/a studies, as well as the emerging disci-
pline of border studies, will continue to play important roles in intellectual 
conversations concerning how it is that we exist as human beings and what 
practices can improve and accentuate our shared sense of humanity. This, 
of course, will require that we start to analyze these problems in terms of 
sameness rather than the ideologically established differences that have 
already proven themselves historically dysfunctional and harmful to the 
very humanity we are attempting to define and protect.
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(fig. 1) Migrant and Minuteman. From the author’s personal files

(fig. 2) Minuteman and Migrant. From the author’s personal files
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(fig. 3) Sleeping Minuteman and Migrant. From the author’s personal files

(fig. 4) Close up of migrant’s feet in Figure 3. From the author’s personal files



Etnicidad e historia social en los estudios recientes 
sobre la frontera norte de México

Manuel Plana

La frontera norte de México pertenece desde época antigua a la superárea 
cultural llamada Aridamérica, denominación propuesta en los años de 
1950 por el antropólogo alemán Paul Kirchhoff, para distinguir las socie-
dades recolectoras de estas zonas áridas y semiáridas de las de Mesoamé-
rica — el territorio entre los ríos Sinaloa, Lerma y Pánuco hasta el lago de 
Nicaragua —, donde alrededor del 2500 a.C. tuvo lugar la domesticación 
del maíz. Mesoamérica, como superárea, se estableció sobre la base de la 
agricultura sedentaria y del tributo, dando lugar a una civilización fun-
dada en dos niveles, sociedad y cultura. El mosaico geográfico de Arida-
mérica se hallaba en contacto con otras superáreas colindantes. Alrededor 
del 500 a.C. algunos pueblos aridoamericanos empezaron a practicar el 
cultivo como actividad complementaria; sin embargo, estas sociedades 
agrícolas encontraron enormes dificultades a causa de la aridez del am-
biente y sólo en determinadas zonas u oasis se podían utilizar sistemas de 
irrigación, razón por la que los grupos mantuvieron su economía de reco-
lección y caza. En esta región que fue denonimada Oasisamérica se suele 
admitir que las plantas domesticadas fueron introducidas desde Meso-
américa, así como la alfarería y la cerámica. Esta superárea en el corazón 
de Aridamérica fue dividida por Kirchhoff en siete áreas, basándose en 
los grupos lingüísticos del siglo XVI, aunque otras divisiones distinguen, 
en cambio, cinco regiones desde el primer siglo de la era cristiana al XVI 
(Anasazi, Hohokam, Mogollón, Fremont, Pataya): en realidad, compren-
den el suroeste de Estados Unidos y el noroeste de México, es decir, par-
tes importantes de Utah, Colorado, California, Baja California y Texas, 
Arizona y New Mexico, además de Sonora y Chihuahua. 

En la zona Mogollón del área oasisamericana surgió el gran centro co-
mercial de Paquimé en el altiplano occidental de Chihuahua junto al río 
Casas Grandes y, según los resultados de las excavaciones de los años de 
1960, tras varios siglos de auge esta localidad habría decaído en el siglo 
XIV o XV antes de la llegada de los españoles. Es probable que algunos 
de sus habitantes emigraran; en general se admite que la mayor parte de 
la población permaneció y que sus descendientes fueron los tarahumara 
o raramuri del oeste de Chihuahua, los ópatas del centro y oeste de So-
nora y los cahita, entre los cuales se cuentan los yaquis y mayos. El antro-
pólogo mexicano Alfredo López Austin escribe en una reciente síntesis: 

G. Prampolini, A. Pinazzi (eds), The Shade of the Saguaro / La sombra del saguaro. Essays on the Literary Cultures of 
the American Southwest / Ensayos sobre las culturas literarias del suroeste norteamericano, ISBN (online) 978-88-
6655-393-9, 2013 Firenze University Press
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La colonización europea afectaría seriamente a los aridoamericanos. 
El proceso expansivo iniciado en el siglo XVI significó la imposición 
del sedentarismo a algunos grupos nómadas; el acoso, que llevó a otros 
a regiones inhóspitas de refugio; el hostigamiento militar y el exter-
minio. Los gobiernos de México y de Estados Unidos continuarían 
con estas prácticas genocidas declarando una guerra abierta a los re-
colectores-cazadores. A pesar de ello, a principios de este siglo [XX] 
el nomadismo no había desaparecido por completo en nuestro país. 
(López Austin 1996, 27)

Las exploraciones hacia el norte del espacio de la Nueva España, tras el 
descubrimiento de las minas de plata de Zacatecas en 1546, constituyeron 
la premisa de la colonización que, en estas regiones, se basó esencialmente 
en la institución de los presidios y de las misiones jesuitas y franciscanas 
desde finales del siglo XVI y principios del siglo XVII. Los trabajos histó-
ricos pioneros de Hubert H. Bancroft y de Herbert Eugene Bolton se con-
centraron en el estudio de las formas de la evangelización de los indígenas 
y de la organización militar del territorio. La historia del periodo colonial, 
de hecho, hasta los años de 1950 había privilegiado el análisis de las es-
tructuras político-administrativas y de la economía y de la sociedad de la 
frontera norte de la Nueva España. En los decenios sucesivos se ha pres-
tado mayor atención a la etnohistoria empezando por el estudio de la cul-
tura de los grupos nativos que habían sobrevivido; los trabajos de Edward 
H. Spicer sobre los yaquis de Sonora plantearon el problema de los ethnic 
enclaves que, a través del estudio de las lenguas, de las formas rituales y 
de la defensa del territorio, habían señalado las persistencias étnicas. Las 
investigaciones de los años de la década de 1990 modificaron la óptica de 
la etnohistoria a partir del concepto de “ethnogenesis” — “ethnic rebirth” 
—, es decir, la resistencia étnica y la consiguiente adaptación a la domina-
ción colonial externa, analizando mejor los cambios de la vida social y de 
la identidad cultural de los grupos que sobrevivieron hasta el siglo XIX. 

Este cambio de perspectiva ha sido posible — en el caso de México — 
gracias a la disponibilidad de nuevas fuentes tras el rescate de archivos 
locales y municipales en los estados de Coahuila, Chihuahua y Sonora 
— contienen documentos redactados por alcaldes, jueces auxiliares, sol-
dados y señores de la tierra —, de los mismos archivos diocesanos y pa-
rroquiales, así como de los fondos documentarios de algunos colegios de 
los cuales dependían las misiones del norte novohispano. En el decenio 
de 1990 se han publicado varios libros como el de Cheryl English Martin 
sobre los tarahumara de Chihuahua en el siglo XVIII, el de Cecilia Sheri-
dan sobre las misiones franciscanas de Río Grande en el territorio de los 
nómadas del noreste o el importante trabajo de Cynthia Radding sobre los 
grupos de las tierras altas de Sonora (ópatas, pimas, eudeve), sedentarios y 
nómadas al mismo tiempo (cazadores y agricultores), con demarcaciones 
étnicas fluidas: los criterios lingüísticos y territoriales para indicar los va-
rios grupos han cambiado en el tiempo, sin embargo el grupo lingüístico 
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pima-tepehuán que ocupaba el desierto y las tierras altas a lo largo de la 
Sierra Madre Occidental se extendía desde Durango y Chihuahua hasta 
Sonora y Arizona.

Los pueblos nativos de Sonora adaptaron el simbolismo cristiano a sus 
proprias exigencias; en la vida cotidiana recurrieron a los bienes de los es-
pañoles, tejidos y moneda, y además domesticaron los animales — en par-
ticular el caballo — que facilitó su movilidad, es decir, que modificaron 
las bases de su cultura material. Los varios grupos se caracterizaban por 
su movilidad y por la capacidad de aprovechar los varios ambientes eco-
lógicos. Los asentamientos de españoles en el noroeste novohispano au-
mentaron a medida que se encontraron nuevos distritos mineros, lo que 
comportaba apropriación de tierras agrícolas y campos para la ganadería, 
con la consiguiente introducción de formas de trabajo forzoso; las mismas 
misiones, que se propusieron reunir la población dispersa en pequeños 
núcleos, se transformaron en centros de intercambio. A estas presiones 
sobre los nativos se añadieron las consecuencias de las enfermedades, la 
conquista micróbica; todos estos factores determinaron una grave crisis 
a finales del siglo XVII. 

Merece recordar aquí sólo las varias estrategias de resistencia: la fuga 
y el abandono de las misiones, el traslado a las zonas de refugio, las gue-
rras de frontera y las grandes rebeliones. La rebelión de 1680 de los indios 
“pueblo” de Nuevo México contra la presencia española, fue seguida por 
la de los ópatas en el norte de Sonora y en 1684 hubo levantamientos en 
la zona entre Sonora y Chihuahua; en 1690 se sublevaron los tarahuma-
ras y siguió la rebelión de los pimas en 1695: este ciclo de rebeliones re-
presentó una reacción a las primeras fases de la creación de las misiones 
y a los excesos de la militarización del territorio a través de los presidios. 
A mitad del siglo XVIII hubo otro ciclo de rebeliones desde la de 1739-
1741 de los mayos, yaquis y pimas hasta la de los seris de la costa en 1748. 
En el caso de los yaquis, la mejor estudiada, varios aspectos explican esas 
rebeliones: ante todo cabe señalar que el surplus de la producción agrí-
cola de la región — la del Río Yaqui, caracterizada por la alternancia de 
abundantes lluvias y sequías — había sido destinada por los jesuitas a las 
misiones de Baja California, lo que determinó frecuentes crisis agrícolas; 
los yaquis protestaban ante la política comercial de los jesuitas que crea-
ba dificultades a su economía de subsistencia. Por otro lado, la población 
sufría la presión externa que se proponía reclutar fuerza de trabajo para 
las minas y los campos a medida que aumentaba la colonización españo-
la. En definitiva, los yaquis defendían la integridad de sus comunidades 
y el control directo del intercambio con los centros coloniales; estas mis-
mas razones, con mayor o menor intensidad, se presentan en los casos de 
las otras rebeliones.

Alrededor de 1740 distintos grupos athapaskan de cazadores-recolec-
tores (bajo el gentilicio apaches: mogollones, gileños, mimbreños y chiri-
caguas), que se hallaban fuera del control de las instituciones del sistema 
colonial español, empezaron a actuar una serie de incursiones para procu-
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rarse alimentos y animales. Inició así el ciclo de las guerras apaches, que 
se prolongó hasta finales del siglo XIX, en el que se alternaron momentos 
de hostilidades y de acuerdos, más o menos duraderos, con las comunida-
des indias que tenían relaciones con los españoles, estableciendo puntos 
limítrofes de intercambio. Las autoridades coloniales, que temían perder el 
control de la riqueza minera y comercial de Sonora, llevaron a cabo, desde 
1768, expediciones militares, con la colaboración de ópatas de las misiones 
como tropas auxiliares, para controlar la región; por otro lado y al mismo 
tiempo, en el norte de Chihuahua — entonces Nueva Vizcaya — se crea-
ron cinco nuevas colonias militares de Namiquipa a Casas Grandes con 
asignación de tierras para los nuevos colonos españoles y numerosas faci-
lidades para sus habitantes; esta política llevó a una nueva fase de acuerdos 
de paz con los nómadas (intercambio de mercancías, concesión de cotos 
de caza) que perduró hasta la Independencia de 1821. 

Cynthia Radding, que ha estudiado en detalle los registros parroquiales 
de Sonora, sugiere que entre 1760 y 1800 hubo una contracción demográfi-
ca de las comunidades indias a causa de las epidemias que afectaron a la re-
gión, además del recrudecimiento de las enfermedades endémicas, mientras 
aumentó la presencia de no-indios. Las estrategias para sobrevivir en aque-
llas condiciones fueron en parte antiguas, la migración hacia las zonas de 
refugio de la Sierra, y nuevas, la incorporación al sector hispánico en busca 
de trabajo y tierra; de los registros de las misiones resulta una cierta presen-
cia india y un aumento de las mezclas étnicas: las relaciones exogámicas y la 
movilidad se enmarcaron en una estrategia de sobrevivencia interétnica que 
contribuyó a cambiar la sociedad rural. Sin embargo, a partir de 1820 con la 
Independencia se desarticuló el sistema de presidios y se derrumbó la políti-
ca de mantener campamentos de paz con los apaches, como ha documenta-
do David J. Weber, por lo que la presión de estos últimos se hizo más fuerte. 

La principal reacción de los grupos nativos fue la petición de tierras a 
las nuevas autoridades mexicanas que se orientaban, en cambio, hacia la 
secularización de las misiones y la cesión de las antiguas tierras comuna-
les a la población no-india. Ópatas, tarahumaras y yaquis se opusieron a 
la división de las antiguas tierras comunales y a los nuevos impuestos de 
las autoridades estatales; a mediados del decenio de 1830 pedían libertad 
para elegir sus proprias autoridades y solicitaron abiertamente la creación 
de un estado étnico autónomo en las tierras altas de Sonora con una visión 
que se proponía reconstruir las garantías coloniales del sistema de misio-
nes. Empezó entonces una continua desintegración de los ópatas porque 
se enfrentaron a un poder político más fuerte en términos económicos y 
militares, es decir, el del Estado mexicano post-independiente. La resis-
tencia de los yaquis fue, en cambio, duradera.

El abandono de los presidios, por otro lado, ofreció la oportunidad a 
los grupos nómadas de las praterías texanas, comanches y lipanes, y a los 
apaches de aumentar sus incursiones hasta determinar un escenario de 
conflictos prolongados por casi medio siglo, aunque sin batallas, ni com-
bates; robar caballos y mulas, tomar cautivos, incendiar los hogares, li-
quidar o herir a los pobladores, eran las tácticas que el nómada empleaba 
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en su guerra de sobrevivencia. No se trató de un hecho coyuntural; ad-
quiriò gran intensidad entre 1840 y 1845, perduró durante la guerra con 
Estados Unidos y se recrudeció una vez concluida la guerra civil ameri-
cana y la ocupación francesa. Como nos explican los trabajos de algunos 
historiadores mexicanos, como Víctor Orozco para Chihuahua y Martha 
Rodríguez para Coahuila, la presencia de un enemigo difícil de combatir 
contribuyó a crear la imagen agigantada del “bárbaro” a quien había que 
exterminar; se trataba de una construcción mental — la “invención del 
bárbaro” — que derivaba de la inseguridad de las villas y localidades del 
norte ante la ineficacia de las medidas tomadas por el gobierno nacional 
y los gobernantes locales. Las ideas que se recaban son, por un lado, que 
a partir de la época independiente los proyectos de colonización cultural 
como estrategia de pacificación — que habían sido implantados en la épo-
ca colonial —, se debilitaron ante la fuerza que fue adquiriendo la ideolo-
gía del progreso como justificación moral del exterminio; por otro lado, 
la importancia de las guerras indias en el norte de México a lo largo del 
siglo XIX contribuye a acentuar la diferencia con la “raíz indígena” de la 
organización social y cultural del centro y del sur de México.

En realidad, de todos estos estudios se recaba una visión más compleja 
y dinámica de la frontera que se configuró como una realidad fluida y per-
meable, no marginal, entre el mundo indígena y el mundo cultural hispá-
nico y que a lo largo de los siglos se trasformó radicalmente, pues en ella 
confluyeron espacios ecológicos y culturales muy distintos.
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La revolución mexicana y la frontera con Estados Unidos: 
historiografía y perspectivas de investigación

Manuel Plana

La revolución mexicana de 1910-1920 es la única del siglo XX que tuvo 
lugar en un país limítrofe y con una contigüidad territorial con Estados 
Unidos. La transformación de la frontera nómada en una zona de creci-
miento económico a finales del siglo XIX había llevado a profundos cam-
bios en la estructura productiva de los estados mexicanos norteños donde 
los intereses económicos de las compañías americanas se habían afianzado 
en varios sectores (ferrocarriles, minería, ganadería y empresas foresta-
les), además de las importantes inversiones en el del petróleo en la región 
del Golfo de Veracruz. La política del presidente William H. Taft, ante la 
insurrección maderista en la región fronteriza en 1911, se propuso evitar 
que las actividades insurreccionales involucraran el territorio americano, 
impedir la exportación de armas para los grupos revolucionarios y rebel-
des en general, y, finalmente, reforzar la presencia de las fuerzas federa-
les estadounidenses. Cuando estalló la segunda revolución de 1913, tras 
el asesinato del presidente Francisco I. Madero y la afirmación del gene-
ral Victoriano Huerta, el presidente Woodrow Wilson, fundándose en 
su visión ética de la política, no reconoció su gobierno — a diferencia de 
las potencias europeas — estableciendo que México tenía que consolidar 
el sistema democrático además de garantizar las inversiones extranjeras. 
La historiografía mexicana y mexicanista ha analizado, desde los años 
de 1960, los varios aspectos de la política diplomática del periodo con los 
importantes trabajos de Lorenzo Meyer, Berta Ulloa y Friedrich Katz en-
tre otros historiadores, así como la actividad política de los exiliados y de 
los revolucionarios y contrarrevolucionarios que usaron la frontera como 
base de sus actividades ante el estallido de la primera guerra mundial. Las 
repercusiones sobre la vida política en los estados americanos fronterizos 
han sido objeto de una amplia gama de estudios entre los que cabe men-
cionar el de Don M. Coerver y Linda B. Hall. 

Los constitucionalistas, desde 1913, para organizar la lucha contra Huer-
ta aprovecharon la simpatía hacia su causa de parte de la población de origen 
mexicano en las regiones fronterizas. El gobernador maderista de Coahui-
la Venustiano Carranza, quien consiguió controlar el norte de este estado 
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hasta mediados de 1913 trasladándose a Piedras Negras, intentó establecer 
desde el principio, a través de sus colaboradores, relaciones cordiales con el 
gobernador de Texas Oscar B. Colquitt; hasta principios de octubre de 1913 
las fuerzas de Carranza dominaron la zona fronteriza de Coahuila con Texas, 
aunque luego quedó en manos del ejército federal huertista hasta el verano de 
1914, cuando los constitucionalistas volvieron a recuperar el dominio sobre 
Coahuila, Nuevo León y Tamaulipas. Entre marzo y abril de 1913, los revo-
lucionarios de Sonora controlaron las ciudades fronterizas de Nogales, Naco 
y Agua Prieta, mientras Ciudad Juárez había pasado bajo el control de Pan-
cho Villa en noviembre de 1913 que además dominó el estado de Chihuahua.

Los problemas más inmediatos para los revolucionarios del norte des-
de 1913 fueron el reclutamiento de fuerzas y el de conseguir armas y mu-
niciones que se procuraron, en parte, sustrayéndolas al ejército federal y 
comprándolas en Estados Unidos, lo que dio lugar al contrabando — ante 
el embargo mantenido por el presidente Wilson hasta febrero de 1914 —, 
objeto de denuncias y contrastes con las autoridades judiciales americanas. 
En general, en las zonas del norte controladas por los constitucionalistas 
se mantuvo el respeto de las compañías americanas para evitar problemas 
políticos y diplomáticos. El control de las aduanas fue objeto de numero-
sas disposiciones respecto al pago de derechos, pues aumentó el paso de 
ganado y de productos agrícolas, como el algodón de La Laguna, mientras 
la minería conoció continuas parálisis en Chihuahua y Durango. Desde 
principios de 1913 surgió, sobre todo, el problema de la escasez de dinero 
para pagar los haberes y el equipo de las tropas revolucionarias y se recu-
rrió a las emisiones de papel moneda garantizadas por las entradas fisca-
les de los estados del norte. En los archivos mexicanos que he consultado 
en preparación de un trabajo sobre la política de Carranza en 1913-1914 
se halla una rica información sobre el intercambio comercial fronterizo 
durante el año y medio que duró la dictadura de Huerta.

Con la llegada de Huerta al poder en febrero de 1913 y la lucha armada, 
hubo una fuga de capitales y desapareció la circulación de moneda metálica, 
sobre todo a causa del atesoramiento; el gobierno de Huerta, con dificultades 
para conseguir crédito exterior, obligó a los bancos a utilizar sus reservas 
para emitir billetes de curso forzoso en sus operaciones, con una continua 
devaluación. Huerta, en fin de cuentas, subordinó la política monetaria a la 
adquisición de fondos para financiar la guerra civil y consolidar su régimen. 
Los historiadores han hecho propria la tesis de Edwin W. Kemmerer en el 
sentido de que la revolución fue financiada a través de la inflación provoca-
da por las emisiones de papel moneda, mientras los impuestos recaudados 
por las fuerzas revolucionarias tuvieron menor importancia. El mismo Ca-
rranza, en el informe presentado al Congreso el 15 de abril de 1917 tras la 
aprobación de la Constitución, señalaba que no pudo establecerse ningún 
sistema de finanzas, pues cada jefe militar tenía que procurarse recursos de 
donde podía obtenerlos. A partir del 1 de mayo de 1916 las varias emisiones 
fueron canjeadas por otra de quinientos millones de pesos, conocidos como 
infalsificables, contratada en Estados Unidos por Carranza.
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Las crecientes exigencias, a medida que los constitucionalistas domi-
naron las regiones del norte en 1913, indujeron Carranza y sus colabora-
dores a racionalizar las emisiones de los estados del norte controlados por 
los revolucionarios, evitando su proliferación y las falsificaciones. A prin-
cipios de 1914 parecía urgente disponer de papel moneda “constituciona-
lista” y fueron contactadas varias casas impresoras americanas: Carranza 
comisionó en Estados Unidos la emisión de treinta millones de pesos el 12 
de febrero de 1914; sus colaboradores en la gestión de esta emisión fueron 
los exdiputados maderistas Roberto V. Pesqueira y Luis Cabrera en Was-
hington, Rafael Zubarán en Hermosillo y Alberto J. Pani en Ciudad Juá-
rez. Fue encargada pues la impresión de los billetes (de 1 peso y 5 pesos, 
en realidad) en Nueva York pagando los costos en dólares, mientras luego 
los billetes eran enviados por agentes de confianza americanos y mexica-
nos a Ciudad Juárez, donde desde abril de 1914 se habían trasladado los 
responsables de la tesorería constitucionalista y donde fue instalada una 
“oficina selladora” del gobierno de Carranza que autenticaba los billetes 
con la firma autógrafa de un funcionario autorizado; esta oficina tuvo has-
ta unos cuarenta empleados y fue activa hasta junio de 1914, cuando em-
pezaron los desacuerdos entre Villa y Carranza. Entonces, como recuerda 
Pani en sus memorias, fueron adquiridas tres máquinas de las usadas por 
los bancos americanos para sustiuir la firma autógrafa e imprimir el sello 
mecánico en los billetes, agregando algunas marcas de infalsificación. De 
Ciudad Juárez, los billetes sellados eran colocados en petacas enviadas a 
las varias ciudades de la frontera desde Nogales a Matamoros, donde los 
bultos eran entregados a los jefes locales de Hacienda, quienes los pasa-
ban a los jefes militares. Los billetes de esta emisión constitucionalista 
representaron el papel moneda con el que los revolucionarios intentaron 
sustituir los vales huertistas en el norte en 1914. Después del colapso del 
huertismo, Carranza utilizó las planchas y clichés de los bancos de Ciudad 
de México para una nueva emisión, mientras Villa en Chihuahua suiguió 
una política autónoma al respecto.

En un telegrama de principios de enero de 1914 a Rafael Zubarán, di-
rector del diario del movimiento El Constitucionalista, Carranza afirmaba 
que no había razón para preocuparse por la depreciación del papel mo-
neda constitucionalista 

pues debe tener presente que fue creado para la circulación interior y 
que la garantía que tiene hasta ahora es la probabilidad del triunfo de 
nuestra causa. Así es que el valor en oro a que lo pagan depende de la 
confianza que tengan los que quieran recibirlo, lo que a nuestro triun-
fo el valor que representan dichos billetes será pagado en la forma que 
nuestro gobierno decrete; por consiguiente, el valor en oro de nuestros 
billetes no ha sufrido en depreciación, sino por el contrario, la moneda 
de circulación interior ha pasado a exterior sin garantía efectiva. Res-
pecto a la circulación interior de nuestros billetes debe ser protegida 
únicamente haciendo desaparecer los vales al portador y demás mo-
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nedas de papel creadas por casas comerciales, industriales y billetes de 
los estados… Vuelvo a repetir a Ud que no tenga cuidado por el crédito 
de nuestra moneda, el que irá subiendo en el extranjero por los triun-
fos que obtengamos y, con el definitivo, nuestros billetes tendrán más 
crédito que los de todos los bancos de la República. (Plana 2011, 294)

Este telegrama — cuya referencia de archivo indico tomándola de la 
reciente publicación de mi investigación — resume la visión de Carranza 
de la época, más allá del aparente optimismo sobre la posibilidad de un 
triunfo en breve tiempo y de la capacidad de encontrar una rápida solu-
ción política que no llegó tan temprano como esperaba. ¿En qué medida 
circuló la emisión constitucionalista de 1914 en la zona fronteriza? ¿Cuál 
era el valor de cambio respecto al peso oro y al dólar? Según la correspon-
dencia entre Venustiano Carranza y su hermano Jesús, entonces respon-
sable militar en Laredo y conocedor de la realidad local, resultaría que en 
mayo de 1914 se vendían a razón de 3-4 billetes constitucionalistas de un 
peso por un dólar; en los bancos locales de Brownsville, por ejemplo, se 
pagaban 35 centavos oro por peso, pero probablemente las oscilaciones 
fueron mayores. De todos modos, las operaciones de tesorería de los va-
rios grupos revolcionarios se llevaban a cabo apoyándose a las sucursa-
les de bancos como el First National Bank o El Paso Bank & Trust Co. Se 
trata de algunos ejemplos que mereceren ser explorados para comprender 
mejor el modus operandi de los varios agentes.

A medida que los revolucionarios recuperaron las plazas en el norte 
desde Torreón, Saltillo y Monterrey, así como Tampico y Tuxpan en el gol-
fo de México, surgió el problema de sustituir el papel huertista para con-
trolar la especulación, la inflación, los precios de los bienes de consumo 
popular, así como los vales en los pagos de salarios en los campos, indus-
trias y minas. En varios casos se llegó a distribuir una cierta cantidad de 
billetes constitucionalistas a las clases menesterosas para el comercio al 
menudeo, excluyendo el canje del papel huertista. El mismo Pancho Vi-
lla, que desde diciembre de 1913, había imprimido billetes del Estado de 
Chihuahua, pero sin la técnica protectora del sello mecánico y por lo tan-
to fácilmente falsificables, cuando ocupó Torreón y la región lagunera en 
abril de 1914, encontró dificultades: distribuyó los billetes de Chihuahua 
para el pago de haberes a la División del Norte y para la vida cotidiana, 
pidiendo a Carranza billetes de la emisión constitucionalista para amor-
tizar la suya. Villa afirmaba entonces que necesitaba dos millones y medio 
de pesos mensuales para el sustentamiento de sus tropas fuera de Chihu-
ahua y que efectivamente hasta el mes de junio le fueron entregados. El 
problema continuó pues, todavía en el mes de julio, Villa constataba que 
el billete de Chihuahua circulaba en Estados Unidos y que era comprado y 
vendido por los especuladores a precios bajos, viéndose obligado a amorti-
zar esa depreciación con los nuevos billetes constitucionalistas. Por lo que 
se deduce de la documentación consultada, Villa, no obstante el comercio 
internacional a través de Ciudad Juárez, dependía en parte de las remesas 
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de la moneda “constitucionalista” para mantener la estabilidad del papel 
moneda de Chihuahua, lo que mitiga parcialmente la imagen tradicional 
de la autonomía financiera del movimiento villista desde el principio. Es-
te factor constituye probablemente un elemento ulterior de las fricciones 
políticas que habían surgido entre Villa y Carranza y que llevaron poco 
después a la ruptura entre ambos.

Carranza, por su parte, estableció en esta fase de la lucha revoluciona-
ria contra Huerta una red de colaboradores en la frontera y en la región 
del Golfo más solida de lo que se piensa y que le permitió una suprema-
cía sobre los grupos revolucionarios y el control directo de buena parte de 
los puertos fronterizos hasta junio de 1914. En definitiva, la investigación 
llevada a cabo en los archivos mexicanos y americanos me lleva a hipoti-
zar que la capacidad política de Carranza como dirigente revolucionario 
con una proyección nacional, desde finales de 1914, encuentra elementos 
de fuerza en las actitudes asumidas en los años de la lucha contra Huer-
ta, cuando estableció y consolidó la red de colaboradores políticos y jefes 
militares en el norte y estrechas relaciones en Estados Unidos.
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Mexicanos en los Estados Unidos: aspectos demográficos 
y sociales en la segunda mitad del siglo XX

Manuel Plana

La Academia Mexicana de Ciencias organizó en octubre de 1999 el foro 
Población y Sociedad en el México del siglo XXI que tuvo lugar en El Cole-
gio de México, bajo la responsabilidad del Centro de Estudios Demográ-
ficos y de Desarrollo Urbano, y con la participación de representantes de 
organismos internacionales con el propósito de abrir una reflexión sobre 
las perspectivas del nuevo siglo. El director del Centro de Estudios Demo-
gráficos Manuel Ordorica Mellado resumió su “viaje por la demografía de 
México” con estas palabras: 

En nuestro país, la población pasó de 13,6 millones en 1900 a 97,7 mi-
llones en 1999, es decir, la población se multiplicó casi por 8 en este 
siglo. La esperanza de vida aumentó de 30 años en 1900 a 74 años en la 
actualidad… En el decenio de los sesenta pasamos por el crecimiento 
más elevado del siglo. Curiosamente nuestro país empezó el siglo y lo 
terminará con una tasa de crecimiento demográfica cercana a 1%. La 
diferencia es que en 1900 la natalidad y la mortalidad eran elevadas, 
mientras que actualmente se encuentran en niveles bajos… En 1977 
el Consejo Nacional de Población planteó la meta de crecimiento de-
mográfico de 1% al año 2000, lo cual implicaba llegar a una población 
de 100 millones de mexicanos. Dicho objetivo reflejaba el interés del 
gobierno por definir una imagen objetivo de largo plazo en el ámbito 
demográfico. Esta meta no se alcanzó, ya que llegaremos a una tasa de 
crecimiento natural de 1,76% anual y a una tasa de crecimiento total de 
1,45% anual, aunque sí seremos 100 millones de mexicanos. Este hecho 
se explica porque, cuando se planteó la meta en 1977, no se tomó en 
cuenta la emigración internacional, la cual ha sido muy significativa 
en este periodo. Es decir, se consideró a México como una población 
cerrada. (García Guzmán 2002, 65) 

El censo estadounidense del año 2000 registraba una población in-
migrante de nacidos en México de 9 millones, pero al mismo tiempo re-
gistraba que 20,6 millones de personas censadas se declaraban hispanos 
o latinos de origen mexicana, es decir el 58,5% del total de los hispanos 
que comprendían los emigrantes de Puerto Rico, Cuba, Centroamérica y 
otros países del sur del continente, cifra que correspondía al 7,3% del total 
de la población americana (Durand and Massey 2003, 56). Este aumento 
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de la presencia de mexicanos, más allá de las redes históricas de la migra-
ción, se explica por las sanatorias previstas por el Immigration Reform 
and Control Act del 1986, por la política de reunificación familiar, por la 
migración clandestina y, en fin, por las tasas de crecimiento demográfico 
de los residentes de origen mexicano a causa de una alta natalidad y baja 
mortalidad. Jorge Durand y Douglas S. Massey afirman, en la introduc-
ción del libro publicado en México en 2003, que esta ley cambió el curso 
tradicional de la migración mexicana hacia Estados Unidos hasta conver-
tirse en un “torrente imprevisible, sin contar que el cruce “subrepticio” de 
la frontera como línea imaginaria se tranformó en una pesadilla en los 
años de 1990 cuando la franja fronteriza adquiere la característica de un 
“muro infranqueable.” 

Quienes han estudiado el fenómeno migratorio mexicano hacia Esta-
dos Unidos han subrayado que, en general, las estadísticas son imperfectas 
y fragmentarias, pues las encuestas americanas encuentran dificultades 
para registrar a los “no autorizados” e “indocumentados,” así como re-
sulta difícil registrar las salidas a causa del retorno temporáneo o defini-
tivo a través de la vía terrestre, mientras para las estadísticas mexicanas 
los emigrantes en ocasión de los censos no siempre se encuentran en sus 
lugares de origen. Es decir, que nos hallamos ante frecuentes formas de 
sobrestimación y subestimación. Ante este difícil panorama, la Secretaría 
de Relaciones Exteriores de México y el Departamento de Estado estado-
unidense instituyeron un grupo de trabajo compuesto por veinte acadé-
micos, diez por cada uno de los dos países, que entre 1995 y 1997 elaboró 
un estudio binacional sobre el tema, cuyas conclusiones fueron que a pe-
sar de la ligera disminución de los flujos de retorno en los dos sucesivos 
quinquenios 1988-1992 y 1993-1997, registraron en este último periodo 
una mayor salida de emigrantes permanentes y por lo tanto una pérdida 
anual promedio de mexicanos de 225.243 personas equivalente a una ta-
sa anual elevada de emigración internacional de 2,5 por mil habitantes. 
(García Guzmán 2002, 239)

Las migraciones internacionales de la segunda mitad del siglo XX repre-
sentan un fenómeno global, con un aumento del número de los países de 
expulsión y de atracción, es decir, un flujo desde los países densamente 
poblados en fase incipiente de industrialización hacia Europa y hacia las 
áreas que, desde siempre, fueron el destino de los emigrantes: Canadá, Es-
tados Unidos, Australia, Nueva Zelanda. Un fenómeno que tiene que ver 
con la globalización de los mercados del trabajo y de la producción. Las 
migraciones de mano de obra escasamente calificada, después de la se-
gunda guerra mundial, se presentan bajo forma de ciclos que se originan 
en los países de expulsión a raíz de crisis económicas, por la presencia de 
persistentes condiciones de guerra o bien de carestías y sequías recurren-
tes. El fenómeno migratorio mexicano hacia Estados Unidos, en cambio, 
presenta algunas peculiaridades porque empezó a finales del siglo XIX y 
se ha desarrollado de manera constante hasta hoy, es decir, que se carac-
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teriza por una dimensión histórica; por otro lado, ha representado un fe-
nómeno migratorio consistente pues ha tenido lugar entre países con una 
frontera común configurando así un flujo unidireccional pues el destino 
de los emigrantes mexicanos está representado por ese “único país” y, co-
mo ha señalado Oscar J. Martínez, se ha creado una fuerte “asymmetrical 
interdependence” en la zona fronteriza (Martínez 1994, 9).

Sin entrar en los detalles de las varias fases migratorias, será suficiente 
recordar que en 1964 terminó la etapa de acuerdos bilaterales entre Méxi-
co y Estados Unidos para regular el flujo de “braceros” que había empe-
zado durante la segunda guerra mundial. La inmigración de mexicanos, 
desde 1965, fue permitida en base al sistema de cuotas de visas anuales 
como para otros países, con algunas medidas complementarias como la 
legalización parcial de trabajadores, mayor control de las fronteras, con 
el consiguiente aspecto de los “devueltos” o “regresados” por falta de do-
cumentos en regla o por otros motivos. Cabe recordar que en México los 
años sesenta fueron de crecimiento económico con un fuerte impulso a la 
industrialización en algunos sectores claves. En 1965, además, fue adop-
tado el “programa de industrialización fronteriza” para las actividades de 
ensamble; surgieron establecimientos de subcontratación internacional al 
interior del territorio mexicano o maquiladoras, hasta sesenta millas de la 
frontera, con las relativas facilidades fiscales para las empresas america-
nas. Una de las finalidades era favorecer la ocupación en México y frenar 
las eventuales migraciones hacia el norte. Este programa, sin embargo, no 
representó — como han subrayado los economistas mexicanos — una ven-
taja para las regiones fronterizas en términos de industrialización efectiva, 
pues se fundaba sólo en el trabajo que generaba esa actividad por los bajos 
salarios. Los años que median entre 1964 y 1986 fueron los de la masiva 
presencia de indocumentados mexicanos en Estados Unidos o de migra-
ción clandestina: en 1964 los inmigrantes legales habían sido alrededor 
de cuarenta mil y en 1986 habían aumentando algo más del doble; en ese 
mismo periodo la inmigración ilegal, según las estimaciones, habría pa-
sado de menos de cien mil a casi cuatro millones de personas.

Precisamente en 1986, la administración americana, ante esas dimen-
siones de inmigración ilegal y pensando que se había perdido el control 
de la frontera con México, se planteó el problema como una prioridad de 
seguridad nacional y fue aprobada la ley Immigration Reform and Control 
Act que preveía algunas normas; ante todo, daba nuevos recursos finan-
cieros para reforzar la patrulla fronteriza y establecía sanciones para quien 
empleaba trabajadores sin documentos; por otro lado, tras la presión de las 
asociaciones en defensa de los derechos civiles fue adoptada una amnistía 
para aquellos inmigrantes “sin documentos” que llevaban algún tiempo 
residiendo en territortio americano, es decir, a quienes podían demostrar 
que habían trabajado cinco años en Estados Unidos, mientras se permitió 
la legalización de trabajadores agrícolas mexicanos, sobre todo en Texas y 
California, a petición de las asociaciones de agricultores (Durand, Massey, 
and Parrado 1999). Estas medidas cambiaron el panorama; de hecho, se 
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pasó del modelo tradicional de migración temporánea de hombres para el 
trabajo agrícola — es decir, de ida y vuelta — a otro de migración perma-
nente, legal, sin retorno, con una prevalencia de núcleos familiares, con el 
consiguiente aumento de la presencia de mujeres, cuyo origen no era sólo 
rural, sino también de procedencia urbana y destinada a prevalecer con el 
pasar de los años. Esas normas de sanatoria permitieron que, entre 1987 y 
1989, adquirieran un estado legal 2,3 millones indocumentados; en 1992 
dos terceras partes de los inmigrantes tenían documentos de residencia, 
pero – ante la escasa propensión a naturalizarse — quedaban como resi-
dentes legales con derechos limitados respecto a los ciudadanos america-
nos (en cifras redondas habrían sido 3,3 millones en 1990); sin embargo, 
una vez dado el primer paso, aumentaron las solicitudes de naturalización. 
Esta tendencia a naturalizarse incrementó porque, la nueva ley inmigra-
toria de 1996, limitaba la entrada de familiares de los residentes legales y 
reducía también el periodo de residencia para quienes habían obtenido la 
visa; al mismo tiempo, la ley sobre el seguro social puso límites para los 
residentes que se jubilaban. Para evitar esas limitaciones los inmigrantes 
solicitaron la naturalización para defender sus derechos civiles y sociales. 
Por otro lado, ante estas tendencias, el Senado mexicano, temiendo per-
der población, aprobó una reforma constitucional que permitía conser-
var la ciudadanía para los mexicanos naturalizados, es decir, adquirían 
la doble ciudadanía.

Las regiones de origen de la inmigración mexicana dibujan un pano-
rama bien conocido, que se puede resumir por grandes líneas: en primer 
lugar, la principal región de origen está representada por los estados de 
Occidente (Jalisco, Michoacán, Guanajuato, Zacatecas, Durango) que, a 
lo largo del siglo XX, ha representado la mitad de los emigrantes, es de-
cir, que en esas regiones la migración constituye una experiencia antigua, 
continua y masiva, con redes sociales amplias y una cultura migratoria 
madura y con un elevado nivel de legalización. En segundo lugar la “re-
gión fronteriza” porque, tras el desarrollo postbélico, se transformó en 
un polo de atracción de la migración interna y, por otro lado, las ciudades 
fronterizas (una población de 6 millones en 2000) recibían los emigrantes 
de retorno, los “devueltos” y las personas en tránsito. En tercer lugar, la re-
gión central que tiene como eje a la Ciudad de México, punto de atracción 
permanente de la migración interna y de los indígenas y campesinos de la 
áreas rurales circunstantes, pues el Distrito Federal y su zona metropo-
litana constituyen la parte más industrializada del país; a raíz de la crisis 
debitoria de 1982 y de la consiguiente crisis económica se determinó un 
fuerte desempleo y de ahí salieron los indocumentados. En fin, las regiones 
del sureste (Veracruz, Chiapas), cuyo aporte migratorio es más reciente.

Las regiones de destino en Estados Unidos han sido muy amplias, ya 
sea las tradicionales que las nuevas; ante todo, el Southwest, mientras en 
la década de 1920 adquirieron importancia la región de los grandes lagos 
por la exigencia de fuerza de trabajo en las fundiciones, empacadoras de 
carne, plantaciones de betabel y establecimientos azucareros y, también, 
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la región de las grandes planicies con el importante punto ferrocarrilero 
de Topeka, donde los mexicanos trabajaban en la manutención de las lí-
neas y en la construcción de carreteras; en fin, los inmigrantes mexicanos 
se han dirigido en tiempos más recientes a las regiones de la costa atlán-
tica desde Florida al Connecticut, donde se dedican a los trabajos agríco-
las temporáneos y han encontrado ocupación en los establecimientos de 
embalaje y en los servicios. 

La presencia de mexicanos en la agricultura de Estados Unidos ha de-
pendido de algunos factores que otros grupos migratorios no podían sa-
tisfacer pues el trabajo temporáneo permite, dada la cercanía geográfica, 
la ida y vuelta; los trabajadores legales, que encuentran ocupación duran-
te unos seis meses, pueden obtener para el resto del tiempo el subsidio de 
desempleo o regresar a México, para volver al año siguiente; esta posibi-
lidad para los ilegales representa un riesgo y representa el anillo débil de 
la cadena. Ahora bien, con el proceso de mecanización en muchas opera-
ciones agrícolas se ha ido reduciendo la exigencia de trabajadores agríco-
las, aunque queda la exigencia de una mano de obra mínima estimada en 
unos dos millones de trabajadores. Los cambios sociales han determinado 
que los únicos mexicanos dispuestos a trabajar en la agricultura estado-
unidense sean los indígenas de Oaxaca, Puebla y Guerrero.

Estas observaciones plantean nuevos problemas para la sociedad ame-
ricana en muchos terrenos, desde las formas de integración, al respeto de 
los derechos civiles y a la participación política de una comunidad tan am-
plia con plenos derechos políticos y que ha presentado hasta 1990, como 
ha señalado Juan Gómez-Quiñones, una escasa inscripción en las listas 
electorales y porcentajes elevados de abstencionismo.
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