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      Life and Labor on the Border: Working People of Northeastern Sonora, Mexico, 1886–1986 was published in 1991, based on fieldwork I did in 1984–86. The U.S.-Mexico border has changed since then, and my understanding has deepened. The developments that receive the most publicity involve long-distance migration that crosses the border. These are certainly important, and I have paid considerable attention to them over the years, but they tend to take over public and scholarly discussion of the border region, obscuring other important features of the region and its people. It is therefore worth revisiting the transnational (cross-border) migration side of the book, alongside other key topics related to border culture.

      In retrospect, Life and Labor on the Border made several points about transnational migration that continue to have relevance today. Recent migration emerges out of a long history of people crisscrossing the border, which is the main story told in the book. People in this region have constantly been mobile; the apparent migration crisis is actually the outcome of external legal changes (that are not grounded in reality) imposed on steadily mobile communities. This statement is a bit of an exaggeration—who migrates where and for what reasons does gradually change over time—but it captures some overlooked truths. It helpfully reverses our usual thinking by looking at migration crises not as driven by migrants, who are doing what they’ve done all along, but by inflexible, even impossible aspirations of territorial nation-states, particularly ethnoracial nationalism. One principal story told in Life and Labor on the Border is the rise of rigid bordering, which continues apace to the present.

      Early in the history told in the book, people moved nearly freely across the U.S.-Mexico border; in the middle, there was legal temporary contract labor (the Bracero Program); and toward the end, this history is characterized by life stories of people who had been arrested and removed from the United States. I also told the stories, typically neglected in the United States but of great importance in Mexico, of internal migration within that latter country. In other words, the pattern of migration runs much deeper than the obsessions with border enforcement. Since the book’s historical period ended, there has been an unrelenting increase in U.S. border enforcement. The Border Patrol has quintupled in size, with commensurate increases in surveillance technology. Parts of a border wall have been built, rebuilt, heightened, and so forth. Migrant routes have been removed from towns, where crossings were relatively safe and often free, into remote deserts and mountains, where crossing is perilous due to heat and accidents. In this new migration landscape, almost all entries require paying thousands or even tens of thousands of dollars to smugglers, who in turn have partially merged into criminal underworlds (Slack, Martínez, and Whiteford 2018). Despite these obstacles, people still make it into the United States.

      That outcome, then, is not imposition of imaginary legality at the border, but rather a mutually reinforcing escalatory cycle between violent state bureaucracies and violent criminals (Heyman 1999). We are still in the midst of this escalation: after COVID-19’s devastating sweep across the Americas, unauthorized entry, smuggling prices, deaths and injuries, and exaggerated rhetoric of a border crisis are again on the rise. This is a perverse outcome, a harmful consequence of a policy that on the surface claims the high ground of public good, and covertly claims to keep out Latin American people. Even though Life and Labor on the Border was written before the extremes of this escalatory cycle became the norm, I expressed some sense of it when I closed the book, by discussing people’s experience of migration, and border relations more generally, as instances of Unitedstatesian power over Mexican lives. That point holds true, even more so, today.

      If the migration side of the book is prescient, though dated, my effort to characterize border society and culture was less well developed. I was simply too new a scholar. The book provided a history of the assembling of the people who came to the border region, the human bearers of what I wanted to characterize in border culture. I had an inkling that the society and culture they created was inherently complex, and that in its complexity, it would differ in informative ways from most anthropological accounts of “a culture.” I was much influenced by phrasing that my doctoral advisor, Eric R. Wolf (1990, 592), transmitted from Anthony F. C. Wallace (1970, 22)—that culture was the “organization of diversity,” not the “replication of uniformity.” My intellectual curiosity was what first motivated me to come to the border region, but I kept returning for the love of the region and its people. Eventually, I came to live at the border, to teach, research, and work as a committed activist. An anthropologist never “knows” everything about society and culture, but my enduring commitment to the borderlands has led to a more nuanced understanding that I did not possess— and could not have possessed—when I wrote Life and Labor on the Border.

      Border culture emerges between differentiated and often unequal people. A telling example is the negotiation of which language to speak: Spanish or English, or both. This is often a complex process involving different linguistic skills and also roles of authority, prestige, power, accommodation, and collaboration. Sometimes these negotiations lead to hybrid models of communication, such as switching back and forth between Spanish and English, but not always. They can also bring about segregated but connected cultural performances: English among prosperous managers from both sides of the border, Spanish for wageworkers and servants, and bilingual switching at key synapses in between (Heyman and Alarcón 2017). Language is a clear example, but this complexity occurs across a wide range of cultural expressions.

      The key is finding culture occurring within relationships among people, not an idea of culture held by only one kind of person. People might be similar and relatively equal—related horizontally—or they might be unequal and differentiated. The inequality between the United States and Mexico, and at the same time their inextricable relationship, is a main theme of the book. While the relationship between the two countries is the single most generative in terms of border culture, both countries are shot through with fractures of race and class, resulting in an intricate web of additional vertical, horizontal, and slanted relationships. In each of these relationships, there are cultural contents held by all the varied people on the endpoints of relationships, but also communicative frameworks that enable them to relate (incompletely) to each other. An example is the symbolic slotting of Mexico within the past and of the United States within modernity—a framework that is obviously imaginary, since both countries meet at the border in precisely the shared present.

      Since I wrote Life and Labor on the Border, I’ve written two essays that explore these ideas more deeply and maturely. In “Culture Theory and the US–Mexico Border” (2012), I elaborate the analysis just discussed. At its end, I suggest that the border situation is not strange and exotic; it has lessons for culture theory generally in the way that, creatively, culture occurs in relational exchanges rather than being stuff carried inside one kind of mind. Then, in “Contributions of U.S.-Mexico Border Studies to Social Science Theory” (2017), I develop a social analysis of border relationships that runs parallel to this cultural approach. I build from the basic condition of the border as a meeting point of the prosperous global North and the impoverished global South (though Mexico and the United States are both highly unequal societies themselves, so there are many interactions within and across that boundary). Drawing on an important critical theory (Smith 1984), I summarize this border condition as uneven (asymmetrical) but also combined (connected).

      At the uneven and combined interface, people are drawn into a contradiction. On the one hand, the combination of inequalities creates opportunities. The largest and most obvious example—one discussed extensively in Life and Labor at the Border—is employment in maquiladora export assembly plants. These factories benefit from high-quality and -productivity work in Mexico, but provide low wages for most workers there, with U.S. markets among their prosperous consumers. The maquiladoras have grown from zero workers in 1965 to well over a million workers in 2019, a remarkable opening of opportunities. But for most workers, these are opportunities to be poorly paid, worked to exhaustion, and sometimes be exposed to toxic chemicals and sexually harassed by bosses. So the nexus of uneven and combined development is opportunity with suffering. That is the paradox seen again and again in border studies, which emphasizes growth, dynamism, and creativity, but also risk and misery. This extends to many other domains, including, crucially, the transnational business in guns, drugs, and money. I learned a good bit about that triumvirate in Agua Prieta, but I refrained from writing about it to avoid stigmatizing the community that hosted me. Another uneven and combined phenomenon is commoditized tourism on the Mexican side that sells symbolic meanings of cultural exoticism and libertine permissiveness, playing back and forth with the symbolic representation of the north side of the border as wealthy and modern. Both representations are, as is so often the case, fallacious, but they structure our taken-for-granted perceptions of the border contrast.

      With thirty years of perspective now, much of it lived in the borderlands, I see more clearly the lessons this region provides, not only locally but also generally. We are related, interwoven, even when we are not identical. In fact, we are woven together precisely through our differentiation. Yet it can be hard to perceive mutuality across differentiation. Indeed, we are at a historical moment of confronting racism and xenophobia. In this moment, the border is not a margin, assaulted by migration; it is a center, a place offering experiences and lessons. Building mutual commitment across barriers is the crucial task. We learn to recognize relationships and build wider wholes from them. Central America, Mexico, the United States, and Canada are clearly unequal and divided. But we are profoundly connected, and will become more so with climate and demographic change. Recognizing and making one community, then, is our necessary agenda.
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