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ABSTRACT 
 

 Residents of the region just north of the U.S.–Mexico border experience 

migration and smuggling activities through constantly changing found objects 

on the desert landscape—a pair of shoes neatly arranged on a trail; a cross hung 

in a tree; a can of food balanced on a rock. Consideration of some found objects 

as placed objects, set down with apparent care by travelers unseen and unmet, 

demonstrates how the objects uniquely inform the perceptions and practices of 

residents who find them. Such finders speculate about the lives and movements 

of others by utilizing the objects as metaphoric figures of practice, tools that 

uniquely but only partially help them bridge knowledge gaps among multiple 

constantly changing variables in their everyday lives. The finding–speculating 

dynamic confounds a direct and easy association of found items with trash, of 

migrants with threat, and of a border wall with hopelessness. Residents instead 

craft a sophisticated and practical cultural memory of place in a region that is 

inhabited differently by day than by night, where tragedy, grace, danger, and 

hope fuse in unexpected ways. The objects and events that erupt into rural 

border life inspire a poetics that matches the territory. In a landscape of 

uncertainty, placed objects secure and extend situational understandings beyond 

common conceptual frames of epidemic, normalized patterns of violence and 

collateral damage that are often considered necessary conditions of life in the 

region.  
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CHAPTER I: FIELDS, METHODS, AND MATERIALS 
  
   Deeds which populate the dimensions of space and which reach  
 their end when someone dies may cause us wonderment, but one  
 thing, or an infinite number of things, dies in every final agony…  
 In time there was a day that extinguished the last eyes to see   
 Christ; the battle of Junín and the love of Helen died with the  
 death of a man. What will die with me when I die, what pathetic or  
 fragile form will the world lose? The voice of Macedonio 
 Fernández, the image of a red horse in the vacant lot at Serrano and 
 Charcas, a bar of sulphur in the drawer of a mahogany desk? 
          Jorge Luis Borges, “The Witness” [1964:243] 

 A pair of white shoes continues to haunt me. When I found them, they lay 

upright and spare, neatly arranged along the edge of a dirt road, as if their owner 

had disappeared somehow with other garments, and forgotten them. But the 

shoes were not forgotten, a fact that I learned gradually and grudgingly during 

several years of fieldwork in the U.S.–Mexico borderlands. Those shoes had been 

placed deliberately and with an intention that I continue to try to comprehend 

from the field where I found them, among other residents who continuously 

attempt this form of comprehension as a part of their daily life and work 

routines, and who regularly experience the effects of these finding events.  

 The following narrative builds from a series of such events and the objects 

that precipitate them. In order to organize and make sense of what I will term 

object–event intersections, I define and employ a suite of multi–disciplinary 

methods and units of analysis. These units include the found–objects themselves, 

but only when and how they couple to the momentary, yet continuous and 

sometimes shocking instances when people find them in the borderlands. Those 

moments and intersections, as I learned that day in the field and began to 

surmise slowly over time, have significant emotional and political effects on the 
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finders. They share stories with one another during impromptu comparative 

attempts at comprehension, cataloguing, and orientation to emergent conditions, 

both for themselves and for others, and deploy the objects and stories as 

temporary bulwarks against uncertainty and forgetting, even as their days and 

lives shift irrevocably.  

Poetics, Intersections, and Interstices 

 The work unfolds in five chapters. Each begins with an epigraph that 

orients readers to what will follow. The epigraphs are deliberately placed in 

order to instigate thought, to set the tenor for the chapter, and to provide 

narrative coherence across its varied themes. The two opening chapters describe 

the history of my engagement in the U.S.–Mexico borderlands, how I entered the 

ethnographic field for research, and what changed and continues to change for 

me and for others there. These chapters also situate my experiences and research 

interests within the region’s varied topography, physical and cultural 

geographies, and histories. In Chapter III: Poetics and Pattern Recognition, I explore 

a suite of tools and conceptual approaches for exploring those interests, which 

include ecological restoration and the persistently unpredictable features of 

everyday experience, no matter one’s original or intended goals for a day, a 

project, or a life. The tools and theoretical approaches include those suggested by 

classical and modern anthropologists, integrated with the work of selected 

literary figures, rhetoricians, artists, and scientists whose work, when carefully 

arranged, contributes in unique ways to the unprecedented borderlands fields 

under construction in southern Arizona today.  
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 I define fields in two ways. First, they are synonymous with disciplines, 

such as “quantum physics” or “art,” for example. Second, these fields can be 

considered arenas wherein potentially creative, interactive events are enabled 

and even encouraged to occur, such as within a particle accelerator or art 

museum, in keeping with the previous examples. The methods I outline in the 

third chapter also direct concerted attention to how writers, residents, and 

workers within the borderlands might effectively attend to events within such 

fields of possibility, where multiple unknowns and sometimes violent, 

anomalous eruption events inform everyday experience; but where creative acts 

of other kinds occur regularly and often at the same time. These also inform the 

entire assemblage in unexpected ways that are particularly amenable to the 

flexibility of multi–disciplinary investigation. 

 Theoretical explorations are tethered to the physical ground of the 

borderlands region through a series of anecdotes and events and some of the 

unusual objects that precipitate and mark them. I combine literary and 

anthropological theory in such a way that it becomes possible to treat not only 

found–objects, but deliberately placed–and–found objects as physical metaphors 

that function like figures of speech, but also as figures of practice. The term 

indexes and works in the space between the objects’ material presence and the 

psychological and physical effects they have on the finders of objects, including 

the unusual ways they contribute to a unique, contemporary borderlands 

assemblage of interests, values, and practices. The result shapes a unique 

ethnographic poetics for work in the borderlands and similar regions, where 
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beauty, hope, danger, grace, and a series of unknowns in daily life fuse in 

sometimes mundane, sometimes shocking, but always telling ways.  

 The term poetics in my title usually refers to literary criticism that attends 

to the nature, forms, and laws of an author’s work. More broadly considered, 

and when situated in the border grasslands where residents live and work, 

poetics indexes and attends to an essence, characteristic, or quality of places and 

lives, but also to how they might be treated ethnographically. There is an 

identifiable poetics to daily life lived by residents in the borderlands that can be 

explicated in part through attention to how residents experience encounters with 

particularly significant objects on the landscape. However, the major 

contribution of careful attention to poetics is that, even as it attempts to gather 

and describe the nature, forms, and laws of a situation, it also opens onto fields 

of interpretive possibility to which readers must bring considerable imagination 

as they build a ready toolbox for participation in shared meaning–making 

activities. The shock of finding a particular object, carefully placed by people 

unseen and unmet, creates an object–event intersection as a singularity that 

changes place and person in profound and unresolved ways. Here I deliberately 

allow my metaphors and the interactive fields of desert grasslands, labor, poetry, 

physics, ecology, and ethnography, among others, to mix and inform one 

another in ways that promote the palpability of the objects and object–finding 

events. In order to foreground their textures, and to highlight the potent play of 

metaphor along the way, I deliberately collect and curate physical and 

conceptual materials, situate them in the laboratory of this dissertation 
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document, run the experiment, and comment on some of its current and 

potential future outcomes. 

 As a major feature of my methods, between each chapter I situate short 

narrative set–pieces, called Interstices. These are vignettes that open cracks in the 

overall narrative and form a series of four dense, object–event intersections that 

provide an alternative and immediate presence of perspective on the 

interpenetrating fields of the U.S.–Mexico borderlands. I deliberately set material 

before readers and offer little in the way of interpretation or discussion, 

including for the photographs that close each interstice, beyond what occurred in 

the precise moments of discovery and the resultant actions around the events 

described. These ruptures ground my narrative in the lived experiences of rural 

residents, but also suspend those events at some conceptual distance from full 

comprehension. They occur in punctuated intervals between the chapters in 

honor of their significance, but also to bring the numerous other events scattered 

throughout the chapters into relief, in order to provide a sense of their ubiquity 

and the relentlessness with which they occur. It is my hope that the pieces also 

provide readers with a deeper sense of the contexts in which events continuously 

recur in the region, by requiring that readers participate explicitly in the project 

of meaning–making in ways akin to those who work and reside there. As we will 

find, horror, shock, despair and tragedy permeate life in the region, but an 

attempt at a more comprehensive and complete accounting must also include 

events marked by grace, deliberation, care, and foresight that have received little 

analytical attention. The object–events that erupt at the interstices have been 
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chosen for the ways in which they function as metaphors, but also for their 

possible utility as figures of linguistic, social, and material practice, and hence for 

change, both on the physical landscape and in the emotional lives of those who 

have found, and will surely continue to find particularly resonant objects and 

situations for which they are often unprepared. As separate micro–chapters, each 

of the interstices can be considered a key object in the spirit of Raymond 

Williams’s Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society (1976), a work that has 

been an organizational and definitional touchstone in the social sciences for 

decades. My goals are more modest than Williams’s, but the spirit of inquiry is 

similar—some things and ideas matter more to some people at some times than 

others, and therefore deserve explication for why this is so. This is especially the 

case for those like me who share in those matters of concern, including what it 

means to collect and curate particularly resonant objects and events that have 

unexpected effects on people’s lives, and to situate them in a dissertation. 

 In Chapter IV: Collection and Curation, I explicitly test multi–disciplinary 

theories about the objects and encounters in order to build a more complete 

ethnographic poetics than those developed by others who have focused on 

similar concerns. I argue that the objects and events in my entire narrative 

deserve a carefully curated place in the greater narrative of lived experience in 

the borderlands, and inquire into what criteria and research practices 

ethnographers and others might adopt in order to become more attuned and 

effective practitioners under such conditions. Chapter V: Metaphor and Meaning in 

a Foundry of Cultural Memory gathers the physical and conceptual fields and 
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reconsiders them for how they function as foundries for the creation of a form of 

cultural memory unique to the contemporary borderlands. The chapter points to 

how mixed integrated methods might shape the development of applied 

ecological restoration fieldwork that now includes uncertainties that implicate 

and incorporate the lives and bodies of residents in unprecedented ways. These 

are the observers who have seen the region change dramatically and perhaps 

irrevocably within the past 10–15 years. The “today” of fall 2013 represents a 

moment in borderlands history when residents of both the United States and 

Mexico unwittingly bear witness to signs that great potentials remain for 

thinking about and acting within a region that is of their own making, but only 

to a limited degree. Conditions also include signs that those potentials have yet 

to be realized fully and definitively as constructive or destructive of the values 

that each nation claims to hold dear. I believe that the tools for shaping a 

different borderlands lie at our feet. It is for us to pick them up, turn them in our 

hands, re–build them as necessary, and get to work building what we would like 

to see, with the identity of that “we” still an open and emergent question. 

 In this critical spirit, I will return to the white shoes, to their significance, 

and to the reasons for their persistence in memory. That memory is mine, but 

research participants in my study hold similar memories closely, and they share 

them openly in what I believe are nascent, unwitting attempts at the creation of a 

new form of community under duress, but not without hope for potentially 

positive change. Many found and out–of–place objects proliferate on the 

borderlands landscape today, seemingly awaiting those who may find them and 
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who expect them to some degree, yet who also continuously feel the shock of 

finding events and struggle to make sense of the interaction. We will attend to 

what that means in the chapters that follow. Before we explore that situation, it 

will be helpful to review my history of involvement in the region, including 

some of the challenges I faced as I attempted to craft a career in ecological 

restoration there, and the methods I eventually used to make sense of the 

fieldwork experience and of lives lived under trying circumstances that suddenly 

included my own. 

Entering the Fields 

 I entered the field in fall 2007 at the invitation of my dissertation 

committee chair, Dr. Thomas E. Sheridan, and a progressive group of ranchers 

who had formed the non–profit Altar Valley Conservation Alliance (AVCA) in 

1995 in order to direct collaborative ecological restoration work in the valley. 

AVCA’s geographic focus is the landscape where its ranching members live and 

work every day, a 600,000–acre watershed southwest of Tucson, Arizona. 

Multiple forms of private, county, state, and federal land ownership regimes, 

including Buenos Aires National Wildlife Refuge at its south end, both 

complicate and enable various kinds of work in the region. The watershed’s 

western boundary is shared by the Tohono O’odham Nation, and its northern 

boundary by the community of Three Points and neighboring Tucson, further 

frustrating land management activities and local residents’ goals for restoring or 

stabilizing the ground on which ranchers’ livelihoods depend. The border to the 

south, an international political boundary, is the one I initially took for granted 
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and ignored; that is, until I was stopped in my tracks in front of those anomalous 

white shoes 30 miles north of the border.  

 
Figure 1. The research field. (Figure by Ben McMahan) 
 
 My initial fieldwork methods reproduce standard approaches in cultural 

anthropology. Participant observation, semi–structured interviews, historical 

research, and fieldwork alongside natural resource professionals that entailed 

many months of driving and camping in the region strongly informed my 

research. I attended dozens of meetings, conferences, workshops and other 

events wherein land managers gathered to discuss shared issues and concerns, in 

what is often described as collaborative conservation (Kemmis 1990, 2001; 

Natcher et al. 2005; Ostrom 1990; Sayre 2002, 2007; Sheridan 2001, 2007; White 

2008). When border conditions and the suite of continuously unfolding 
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unknowns that residents face began to take shape through interactions with just 

about everyone with whom I spoke in the region, I expanded my scale and 

demographic. I sought and began to include local residents whom I knew had 

ongoing experiences with migrant and smuggling activities simply because of 

their geographic locations in the region—often in remote areas, and near a 

crossroads or other pathway for movements. At times these conversations would 

last no more than a few minutes, while at other times they would lead to 

appointments for further discussion. While I enjoyed learning from these varied 

participants about an area I thought I knew fairly well through travel, camping, 

and high–speed motorcycle rides since 1974, my goal was to work toward 

solving acute natural resource and land management problems, primarily as 

identified by ranchers and ecologists. Particularly intriguing for me were the 

physical and social sites where defined ecological problems intersected or 

overlapped across individual or agency interests, in spite of what were often 

(assumed to be, but not always) disparate political stances, for example between 

ranchers attempting to care for land and cattle, and environmentalists attempting 

to care for land and wildlife.  

 Early in fall 2007 significant points of such overlaps emerged during 

interviews with natural resource agency staff, when I attempted to gather 

information about perceived and mandated agency and personal responsibilities 

in the region, about why people cared about the places where they worked, and 

why they worked in such a complex set of fields in the first place. Research 

participants were somewhat astonished at my questions. These included the 
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following: How did you arrive at this kind of work, and why? What do you care 

about most in this work? When did you know you cared? What is your hope for 

success, and how would you define it? What obstacles and threats do you and 

the resources face? Under ideal conditions, what opportunities would you like to 

see realized? The questions usually elicited nervous laughter, but not because my 

questions were particularly incisive or unusual. Instead, participants were not 

accustomed to someone who encouraged them to be self–reflexive about their 

own work. Their perspectives on the intersections of life and work led to rich 

conversations that continue to inform my work today.  

 I believe that the questions also opened pathways for people to talk 

beyond natural resource work specifically, and to share personal stories of their 

daily lives that might otherwise have been elided. Crucially, it is likely that I 

forged strong bonds with individuals and agencies because I had my own 

history of growing up and working in the region and in fields with close 

affinities to those in which my participants worked. These included wildland 

firefighting, horticulture, logging, cultural resources protection, and spring and 

wetland restoration, among others.  

 While the free–form natures of my research and professional working 

interactions with participants created pathways for varied strains of data to 

emerge, approximately on quarter of the total interactions occurred through 

formal interview. But even these information–sharing sessions were marked by a 

customization of ethnographic methods to fit the situations and participants 

about whom I was learning, and at a fast rate. Ethnographers often concern 
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themselves with the possibility that any gesture or sound could be lost to the 

unpredictability of memory, and to the limited abilities of hand–written notes to 

capture completely the interaction as it unfolds (Bernard 2011; Duranti 2002, 

2005; Goffman 1981). However, I feel that my refusal to use a recording device 

during interviews and other interactions served my purposes in important ways, 

especially because I held to the goal of making a living in the region through 

combined social and natural resource work. My exclusive and persistent use of 

pen and notebook contributed to a less formal atmosphere that may have helped 

convince participants and others not only that I shared their desire for effective 

collaboration toward common goals, but that they were not “under study” in any 

formal sense. For example, it took many months and even years for some locals 

in Arivaca to trust me and to accept at face value the transparency of my agenda. 

Some referred to themselves as “guinea pigs” for my “experiment,” while others 

were convinced that the well–labeled university vehicle that I drove occasionally 

was part of some kind of Drug Enforcement Agency scheme. These are not 

unusual fieldwork experiences, but they soon became especially salient as I 

realized the atmosphere of persistent tension and the unknowns that residents 

faced daily as they conducted personal and professional business. 

 For my purposes, the extraordinary several years in the field contributed 

greatly to trust and to information sharing activities, while the regular 

interactions I had with participants mitigated the absence of recorded 

conversations. I do not believe that the same results could have emerged through 

the typical 12–18 months of fieldwork. Together my participants and I repeated 
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many of the interviews and casual conversations numerous times in numerous 

places—kitchens, the cabs of trucks, bars, roadsides, diners, meetings and 

conferences—in addition to the more typical office–based sites of interaction. The 

trust that began to build between participants and me increased dramatically 

when many realized that my research methods mirrored their own methods for 

conducting natural resource conservation work. In the words of one agency 

professional, one of her most common and productive means of gathering 

information about resource management challenges that ranchers face involves 

“bouncing around in their truck, having a cup of coffee,” because “relationships 

are key. There is other data collected too (during these kinds of personal 

interactions).”  

 During my initial four years of social science research from my base in 

Arivaca, I simultaneously worked as a restoration practitioner. I took advantage 

of this hybrid student–researcher–practitioner position to conduct research on 

restoration perspectives and potentials with ranchers, birders, environmentalists, 

shop owners, retirees, and other residents of small and large towns who had no 

direct connection to environmental work. Many of the personal interactions 

centered on the ecological restoration work that I found challenging and 

inspiring, but it took years for me to realize that I was particularly intrigued by 

the possibilities of conducting such work not just anywhere in the world, but in 

direct response to borderlands conditions that were slowly beginning to 

dominate both my work and my consciousness and daily life, as they did for 

research participants. Meanwhile I had multiple existing and emerging 
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relationships to which I needed to attend, in order to maintain progress on 

ecological restoration grant deliverables and to maintain the conservation social 

network that I had helped build during my work with AVCA and their partners. 

This network included local, state, and federal agencies, non–governmental 

organizations, foundations, community centers and non–profits (Appendix A). 

 The list of participants in my research is long but typical of the range of 

participants encountered by ethnographers during fieldwork. Significant for my 

purposes is the fact that within each of these organizations, individuals 

deliberately referenced the challenges and uncertainties of living and working in 

the region as part of their work or daily lives, and the difficulties that that 

situation posed for them emotionally and physically. As I noted above, I was to 

learn quite soon that these conditions are ubiquitous. They insinuate lives and 

bodies in ways that people struggle to reconcile. And of course, there were the 

regular encounters with travelers, smugglers, and those whom I was uncertain 

how to categorize. It is possible that there are more categories than two, a 

question and situation indicative of the local sophistication and the persistent 

questions residents ask of themselves and the places they live, questions to 

which I will return in subsequent chapters.  

 While my fieldwork began in the Altar Valley proper, it soon extended far 

outside that valley, as I was pulled farther afield by people’s shared concerns for 

managing resources and by the multiple interests situated and focused beyond 

the contours of the Altar Valley watershed. Instead of adhering to these areas 

that are generally drained south to north by similar basin and range topography, 
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and to the political boundaries adopted by and mapped onto these limits, my 

research concerns stretched my work east to west even farther. This movement 

and extended range opened new perspectives and possibilities for learning and 

for research, and for adjusting to a highly complex, multi-jurisdiction landscape. 

 
Figure 2. The multi-jurisdiction Arizona borderlands. (Figure by Ben McMahan) 

Having grown up in the region and having traveled to Mexico dozens of times 

with family, friends, and researchers for 35 years, I was aware of a background 

Border Patrol presence throughout the entire region, and of the fact that 

migration both north and south were part of what made the region culturally 

rich and unique. However, for the majority of this period signs of Border Patrol 

activity amounted to little more than the occasional four–door sedan parked at a 

public center. When my companions and I did see such a vehicle on these 

occasions, we felt that something unusual and significant must be taking place. 

Today thousands of Border Patrol officials drive heavy–duty four–wheel–drive 
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trucks equipped with extensive weaponry, high–tech surveillance and 

monitoring equipment, and temporary holding cells affixed to the trucks’ beds. 

Sedans are rare. The trucks are ubiquitous and often travel at high speed when 

they are not stationed roadside, from where agents carefully stare at every 

passing vehicle. My work today takes me through at least six highway 

checkpoints, each with several Border Patrol guards, where all drivers and their 

vehicles are examined to varying degrees after a full stop. It is not uncommon for 

residents to be pulled aside for further review, and to be asked to exit their 

vehicles and wait with their hands visible to agents while their vehicle is 

searched. They are allowed to continue with their business after Border Patrol 

has reached some unspoken level of comfort with what the detainee was doing 

on and in that particular place. These checkpoints are located between 20 and 30 

miles north of the border (Figure 3). 

 
Figure 3. Border Patrol checkpoints regularly engaged during research (red). 
     (Figure by Ben McMahan) 
 
 Like most residents of large metropolitan areas located at a distance from 

the U.S.–Mexico border, I had been subject to regular accounts of migration and 
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drug trafficking, so much so that they perhaps had become normalized in my 

daily life. It seems that several years away from the area when I worked as a 

cultural anthropologist in northern Arizona had allowed the conditions to settle 

more deeply into memory. Almost immediately upon entering the area for 

fieldwork in 2007, those memories would be challenged by encounters with 

people and objects that would force construction of a new version of the region 

in which I was about to participate, now as participant observer and working 

resident. However, when AVCA invited me to explore the potentials for 

restoration work in the Altar Valley that year, restoration ecology rather than 

political ecology or cultural memory dominated my focus and my approach.  

 My experience with university requirements that researchers protect their 

research participants from psychological or physical harm sheds some light on 

the kinds of fields I was about to enter in the borderlands. Upon agreeing with 

my committee Chair that I would research collaborative conservation potentials 

in the Altar Valley where he volunteered with AVCA, I obtained the requisite 

Human Subjects Protection Program approval for my research in 2009 (Project 

Number 09–0506–02). All required Human Subjects–approved Informed Consent 

forms were signed during interviews and interactions, and all quotations have 

been vetted with speakers for accuracy and approval for inclusion in my work, 

including anecdotes, stories, and observations (N=32 for formal interviewees, but 

N>100 for the total number of people with whom I discussed border life and 

labor issues regularly). Significantly, research approval was only granted after 

multiple interactions with Human Subjects staff, during which I attempted to 
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satisfy their requirement that I carefully define and cut out a neat “organizational 

environment”—such as a building or cluster of participants’ offices—in which 

my research would occur. I argued that my overall field site comprised 

numerous widely spread micro–sites that were in large part unpredictable for 

where and when they would occur. Further, because I considered the research 

exploratory due to my ignorance of the cultural and physical landscapes long 

after I had explored them decades prior, I could not name the exact people, or 

even the number of people with whom I would interact. From several early 

interactions facilitated by my Chair, however, I knew that there were a number 

of inter–related issues worth exploring in this region, and was able to explain 

that the micro–sites for my study would surely include ranch kitchens as often as 

agency offices; meeting rooms in high–rise buildings sometimes, and the bottoms 

of deep arroyos at others; and the cabs of ranchers’ and environmentalists’ work 

trucks just as likely as Mexican food restaurants in Green Valley or Nogales. I 

further explained by phone, email, and personal interview with staff that my 

greater intended field site represented several hundred square miles of varied 

terrain that offered unpredictable opportunities to speak with participants that I 

probably could not yet imagine. I was correct in that claim, as it turned out. 

Finally the officials agreed that no further review would be required.  

 Although my work began with questions about collaborative 

conservation, the focus does not concern that subject strictly, although it partakes 

of the spirit of collaboration in a complex, multi–jurisdiction landscape, an 

extremely rich place for an ethnographer to work (Berkes et al. 2003; Natcher et 
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al. 2005; Scoones 1999; Zimmerer 2000). The non–profit AVCA referenced above 

offered me the opportunity to work within the borderlands region as a site, 

designing and implementing restoration projects as its first restoration 

coordinator. I was able to fund this work and my time in the field by securing 

grants that combined the natural and social sciences. In short, the restoration 

work took me into the field, and it keeps me there today. The continuity of this 

position enables a rare depth of perspective I will explore below, but it also 

complicates the need for distance required for analysis and eventual writing of a 

document such as a dissertation (Bernard 2011). I have addressed though not 

entirely solved this problem by moving to Patagonia, and away from my original 

field site, centered at the home into which I moved in Arivaca in 2008.  

 About midway through my (ongoing) six years in the field, I realized that 

the social and physical environments in which my research participants and I 

had been working could be handled effectively through ethnographic 

consideration that might be different from what one might attempt through 

collaborative work in Colorado, for example. This realization insinuated itself 

into my experience slowly but relentlessly over time, as various objects and 

experiences erupted into other plans I had for the day. What I had been avoiding 

as I approached the writing challenge as a restoration practitioner is that pair of 

white shoes, and the ubiquitous other placed–and–found objects that my 

research had just begun to show were having strong effects on people’s lives. As 

I noted above, attention to the distinctions between and complications within 

hybrids brought together under the umbrella of “natural resources 
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management”—what are commonly referred to as natural or social fields—and 

to the potentials and practical necessities of engaging in collaborative 

conservation, all promise to bear viable fruit far into the future, especially under 

rapidly changing climatic and social circumstances (Cronon 1992, 1995; Worster 

1994[1977]). And so it is not the case that the debates around collaborative 

conservation were somehow unworthy of attention. In fact, I continue to practice 

within these debates through existing and emerging collaborative projects. In 

addition to working for Borderlands Restoration L3C in Patagonia, Arizona as its 

first Executive Director, I continue to operate my own limited liability company, 

designing and directing science–based fire management, vegetation 

enhancement, soil stabilization and other restoration work. However, careful and 

repeated attention to my field notes and to my own daily experiences showed 

that these foci were constantly undermined by, and insinuated with objects and 

events that nagged at my informants and me as we attempted to make our lives 

and livelihoods in a complex region. The questions then began to constellate 

around how to handle that situation clearly and effectively, and how to situate 

my responses to both life and research in the region at the same time. 

Historical and Contemporary Borderlands Literatures 

 Researchers have found an abundance of material for their work in the 

usual domains of concern around borders—liminal spaces, hybrid identities, 

transgression of cultural and material boundaries, and physical and cultural 

geographies and histories (Martínez 2006; Metz 1989; Sundberg 2008, 2011; White 

1991). Specific to the U.S.–Mexico border region, important work focuses on the 
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plight of Mexican women as migrants and as residents in cities such as El Paso–

Ciudad Juárez (Bowden 1998, 2010), while other work notes that conditions for 

women are fraught with threats all along the border, and for many miles north 

and south of it as well (Careaga 2009; Staudt et al. 2009; Vogt 2012). In fact, my 

work suggests tremendous opportunities exist to continue these lines of research 

with potential complements from contemporary situations north of the border, 

where an unprecedented number of women now hold positions in non–

governmental and governmental agencies alike. This work ranges from daily on–

the–ground fieldwork, to data collection and research, to administrative 

positions at the highest levels. Although the disparities between the United 

States and Mexico remain deep and clear, there may be room for effective 

collaborative work that foregrounds gender and lived conditions in such a way 

that hardships are reduced, and opportunities expanded for women and men at 

the same time.  

 The experiences of migrants—as seekers, travelers, and targets for 

surveillance, among other designations—understandably pervade borderlands 

literature (Annerino 1999; Chacón and Davis 2006; Cunningham and Heyman 

2004; De León 2012; Heyman 2007, 2009; Urrea 2004). Mixtures of historical and 

contemporary work continue to provide valuable insights by enabling 

comparison across temporal scales (Cadava 2013; DeLay 2008; Lee 2013; Radding 

2013; Truett 2004a, 2004b). Many researchers suggest that the complex workings 

of labor, capital, and capitalism in border regions deserve ongoing scrutiny 

(Martínez 2012; Vulliamy 2010), while others suggest that there is much yet to 
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explore regarding the inter–related potentials for both trans–boundary 

conservation of natural resources and human relationships in spite of persistent 

challenges (Brenner and David 2012; Brosius et al. 2005; López-Hoffman et al. 

2009; Piekielek 2009). Border resident identity politics will likely remain a valid 

concern for generations to come (Hill 2006; Sadowski-Smith 2006; Vila 2003), and 

the social effects of migration on “sending communities”—broken communities 

that often broken–heartedly send hopeful workers north from within Mexico and 

Central American and other countries—deserve all of the attention they have 

received and more (Cornelius 2001; Cornelius and Lewis 2007). Many of these 

approaches hybridize in ways that continue to provide rich sources for research 

in a region that is very much still under construction, both socially and 

materially. However, no matter their subjects of concern, today it is impossible 

for researchers to avoid the disturbing possibilities surrounding what 

connections might be in place among governing agencies and other groups on 

both sides of the border, where violent eruptions occur with a disturbing 

punctuality among confusing combinations of official and criminal elements 

(Bowden 2010; Hernández 2013[2010]). I will direct further attention to these 

possible combinations and networks in the chapters that follow.  

 For many scholars whose work centers on the borderlands, the region 

represents “a space that seems chronically unmade,” where control over land 

and life were, and in many ways still are “tenuous, uneven, and incomplete” 

(Truett 2004b:309, 337). Such conclusions could understandably lead researchers 

to feel that contemporary conditions represent a failure to bring to resolution 
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centuries of previous frontier interactions among Jesuits, indigenous peoples, 

Mexicans and U.S. Americans, Apaches, and others, many of whom were 

complicit in regionally pervasive violence and drug activity, and remain so today 

(DeLay 2008; Sheridan 2012; Truett 2004a; White 1991). For example, over the 

course of centuries in the Southwest, the effects of Apache control over vast 

geographies could be measured in decades and generations, ebbing and 

returning in several episodic pulses across the landscape, one of which included 

my fieldwork site and home in Arivaca. As an unsettling possibility, these may 

be some of the most salient historical analogues to what continues to unfold in 

the region today. Although there are many obvious differences between Apache 

history and practices and those of modern drug cartels, perhaps their similarities 

will some day provide a potent, if disturbing research platform that can define 

why and how such groups emerged onto the southwestern landscape, and how 

and why they occupied and continue to occupy it so effectively, in spite of the 

massive surveillance and enforcement inputs that continue to flow to the region 

today. In a coincident irony that I discovered only recently, the shocking event 

related in the third interstice chapter occurred in Arivaca several feet from the 

remains of a crumbling adobe structure, itself an artifact of multiple Anglo 

attempts to inhabit the region in the face of Apache threats, beginning in the late 

nineteenth century. When yet another artifact of the contemporary border 

conflict burst through the door of the room where I sat quietly that night, another 

chapter was not being written, but merely continued. 
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 As a means of orienting my work within borderlands research and 

literature, and within the field of the borderlands itself, I pose a simple and 

fundamental research question: What is it like for rural residents to inhabit this 

kind of place, at this historic moment? In order to establish a foundation for 

answering the question and to position my work to contribute to the literature 

and research, the research must be crafted to fit the territory. My primary 

concern is with the points of contact between my research participants (including 

myself), and the physical ground of the borderlands where we learned and 

interacted not only with one another, but with the found– and placed–and–found 

objects and the event–intersections where we “met.” Attention to theories of 

materiality and phenomenology are vital to this concern, especially given that 

both approaches remain eclectic, fluid, and relatively undisciplined, and 

therefore rich in explanatory and creative potentials.  

 Materiality and material culture studies are important to my perspective 

and work because they represent a particularly diffuse, wide–ranging, but 

unsettled field of research (Miller 1998, 2010; Tilley 2004) that both foreground 

and force recognition of the difficult to map consequences of human interactions 

with things made, found, and moved around (Olsen 2006; Shelton 2004). The 

approach directs focused attention to how people make things and places, and 

how places and things contribute to the shapes of people’s lives. This is 

especially important for research in the border region at this historical moment 

because, as all of my research participants have indicated, life there has changed 

dramatically over the last 10–15 years. Those changes are often marked by the 
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constantly erupting objects and the events of their finding that residents and 

workers continue to struggle to sort, share, and act upon as they attempt to 

maintain measures of stability and predictability.  

 Studies in phenomenology are a necessary complement to such research 

because they suggest a research framework that includes the somatic and 

emotional effects of regional conditions (Casey 1996; de Certeau 1984; Tilley 

1994). This framework depends upon the notion that “the body is our general 

medium for having a world” (Merleau-Ponty 1962:146) in the first place. It is the 

basic material out of which conditions of possibility emerge and take shape. In 

fact, I suggest that some degree of phenomenology is already built into any form 

of anthropological inquiry, given that the human body–apparatus as a sensing, 

feeling, being “object” in itself cannot be removed from any research equation or 

project (Feld 1996), nor should it be if we are in fact concerned with the varied 

and malleable facets of humans’ lived experience.  

 My research also gains inspiration from many creative forms of fieldwork 

and writing that include themes in the production of shared space according to 

both established and emergent interests; historiography and cultural memory; 

and interactive conceptual and physical fields and assemblages. Work from 

beyond the region that has long inspired me through authorial choices and 

narrative forms includes Timothy Mitchell’s Rule of Experts (2002) that follows 

the coincident bio–cultural trajectories of mosquitoes and massive engineering 

projects in Egypt, where a series of varied agencies, interactions, and logics 

inform physical spaces and lives built in tandem with those spaces. Robert 
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Desjarlais’s Shelter Blues (1997) locates in the slightest of gestures, the tiniest of 

materials, and most insignificant–seeming events that are daily incorporated by 

the homeless, some profound lived connections to geography, architecture, and 

city systems that are invisible to mainstream citizens who succeed in adhering to 

established and predictable social norms. Stephania Pandolfo’s Impasse of the 

Angels: Scenes from a Moroccan Space of Memory (1997) inspires work that allows 

indeterminacy and potentials to enter ethnography through the author’s tacking 

back and forth among quotations from her participants, historical observations, 

poetry, maps, and storytelling, while remaining committed to theories of 

storytelling as acts of attachment to place and place–making. Finally, I gained 

inspiration from Michael Taussig’s work in South America (1992, 2003, 2004) and 

its resonance with current conditions in the U.S. and Mexico, where governing 

entities create and even support the situations and conditions that they 

simultaneously attempt to mitigate, such as an “out of control” border or a “drug 

war” that is directly linked to it. I suspect that these conditions, explored further 

below, contribute to my research participants’ sense of inhabiting a middle 

ground without center or sense or marked exit strategy or location, so that they 

must define and inhabit one of their own making, in their own unscripted ways.  

 Specific object–event encounters, particularly those that evidenced 

deliberation and care, punctuated my participants’ and my daily lives and led 

me to incorporate cultural memory theory, in order to ask what it might 

contribute to found circumstances in a landscape of uncertainty. Here I depend 

on the foundational figures of Paul Connerton (1989, 2004), Pierre Nora (1989), 
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and Maurice Halbwachs (1980[1950]) for conceptual grounding. I also diverge 

from them slightly, and specify how object–event encounters are sites of memory 

formation unique to the region and history, but repetitive of patterns that are 

ages old at the same time. My research participants deploy stories to relay their 

experiences to one another, and these erupt into conversations just as the events 

do in people’s lives. In order to attend to these stories and the experiences that 

the stories are intended to hold and convey, I develop a theory of metaphor 

informed by my own training in literary studies, and craft it for work in the 

borderlands. More generally, my approach is also informed by ethnographies 

built at the intersections of micro–events, places, and stories, such as Keith H. 

Basso’s seminal and finely–detailed “ethnography of place–making” (1996:7), 

and Geertz’s methods of bringing “the passing occasion and the long story” into 

coincident view for analysis (1995:51). Works such as Global Assemblages: 

Technology, Politics, and Ethics as Anthropological Problems (Collier and Ong 2005), 

and Brian Massumi’s Semblance and Event: Activist Philosophy and the Occurrent 

Arts (2011) helped me think about creative possibilities for working across and 

within the gaps between such passing occasions and the greater stories in which 

they play a crucial role. 

The Micro–Event as a Unit of Analysis 

 As an early test of my methods of allowing the material that presents itself 

at margins, and through micro–events, to enter my own analytic field, I decided 

to experiment with a method suggested by a monumental figure in 

historiography, Fernand Braudel. His method of attending to what is commonly 
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known as the long durée insists on historical approaches that employ long–term 

units of analysis, with the idea that patterns of human activity and choice emerge 

in stronger relief over long periods of time. In expressing one of his common 

themes, Braudel explains that “Social science shies away from the event: and not 

without reason, for the short term perspective is the most distorting and 

unpredictable lens through which to view reality” (1970:148). Braudel’s concerns 

center on the dubiously defined and suddenly important events that garner 

attention without merit, in his opinion, because they have not been tried for their 

significance over time, and so cannot be relied upon as diagnostic of greater 

trends and conditions. However, he continues in the same essay to build a 

connection between events that occur at both small and large scales, and to 

indicate an analytic pathway for effective research and reporting on the 

contemporary phenomena active in the region and period within which I work. 

The crux of this linkage emerges through Braudel’s plea for plain talk in social 

science theory and methodology: “So for the sake of clarity, let us speak not of 

time measured in events, but of time in the short term, time as the individual 

understands it, time in our daily life, our dreams and our superficial 

consciousness of the past—time as understood by the diarist and the journalist” 

(1970:148). Braudel favors research that works on the relations of social 

phenomena to geography, as one of the most productive and telling and 

potentially productive frontiers for social science exploration. That perspective, 

and the careful sorting of events according to how they cluster to inform 

Braudel’s “short term…as the individual understands it,” at the actual, physical 
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sites of contact between people, things, and the dirt on the desert grasslands 

ground, help situate the potential significance and applicability of my own 

research methods.  

 During several years of data collection and work, what might become 

useful data and what was certainly a rich set of experiences and their assemblage 

in the borderlands region regularly erupted into my experience, like objects 

newly discovered on a dirt road, or suddenly glimpsed under new light. I 

ignored them as best I could as I attended to collaborative conservation and 

ecological restoration activities as a practitioner. Eventually I began to 

understand how my work tests methods of exploring the assemblage, not just for 

their abilities to illuminate experience, but for how others might organize and 

describe conditions in another, future border assemblage not yet built. My 

deliberate choice in handling the material was to borrow from diverse fields that 

now seem less diverse to me, and to allow the methods and materials and my 

data to talk among themselves to some extent over an extended fieldwork and 

research period, and to listen closely to that sometimes strange, sometimes 

exhilarating conversation.  

 This ethnography concerns practices of everyday life in a complex, 

contested, and arguably dangerous place. “Arguably” is a salient term for my 

research in the borderlands environment and one that will receive attention 

below for the ways in which it marks the unknown and unpredictable features of 

life in the region. Questions arise constantly about levels of risk, danger, and 

over exactly what has transpired in a given moment, or what might erupt from 
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one day and one place to the next. One of the things people do most and most 

thoroughly in the region is attempt, through anecdote and stories that emerge at 

critical intersections, to measure the tenor of the place they live and work, and 

then to decide how to conduct themselves in relation to agreed upon conditions. 

My research works on that set of intersections and questions. At the same time, it 

explores effective multi–disciplinary methods for building a research perspective 

on such a place and its features through writing. It is my hope that the 

ethnographic valence of this work reproduces with some accuracy the shared 

charge of life lived by residents of the region just north of the border, and that 

the methods prove useful to those who might build more complete and extensive 

accounts in the future.  

 This introduction and review have provided specific details and 

grounding in the conditions of life for those who reside in the U.S.–Mexico 

borderlands, and some of the responses that those conditions generate. Next I 

will further outline the physical, social, and historical contexts for my work in the 

region. This is followed by a description of a suite of methods used to organize 

and describe particular facets of life within and around the “massively 

diversified holding action” (Casey 1996:24) that is the contemporary borderlands. 

But before I continue, those resonant white shoes deserve further attention. There 

are many reasons for this belief but foremost among them is that, after several 

years of experience in place, I now understand how they mark what is likely to 

have been one person’s too short, too common, and now too acceptable life lived, 

however briefly, in the U.S.–Mexico borderlands.  
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The Fields Shift  

 During my first fall of fieldwork exploration in 2007 I arranged a “ride–

along” day with an Arizona Game and Fish Department game warden. I signed 

the necessary paperwork protecting the agency from liability, conducted some 

online research to orient myself to the agency’s mandates and goals, and happily 

hopped into my informant’s four–wheel–drive work truck. I immediately noted 

the presence of a shotgun and ammunition clips mounted into the truck’s 

infrastructure, close at hand for the driver. Later during our discussion, I noticed 

that the driver wore a bullet–proof vest. He explained that it was impossible to 

know what he would find in a day’s work. I made sense of the comment and the 

hardware by noting to myself that he surely confronted armed hunters during 

the course of his work enforcing game laws. I saw nothing unusual about that 

precaution, and we proceeded to drive remote dirt roads and to speak about his 

history and training, his length of tenure in the Department, and the challenges 

he faced as a game warden.  

 After a few hours of exploring ranch roads, the driver slowed the truck 

and stopped. I noticed a small white glow on the tan road surface ahead and 

slightly to the right. We had stopped about 20 feet in front of what appeared to 

be, and then became a pair of white tennis shoes, almost new. I stared for a few 

moments, trying hard to fit these objects into the version of the region that I had 

built internally over time, and carried to the site. “Do you smell anything?,” he 

asked quietly as he rolled down both windows. “No…,” I replied just as quietly, 

now less certain than ever of what we were doing, of what we were 
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experiencing, and why. “Sometimes they take their shoes off right before they 

die,” he said quietly, “I don’t know why.” We paused. He exited the truck, 

walked to the front, and stood looking side to side. In retrospect, I believe I was 

too stunned to get out with him; not fearful, just shocked into inaction as I 

furiously attempted to work on and within this unexpected, emergent field that 

now contained new information in the form of discarded shoes in the desert. He 

climbed back into the truck without further incident or discussion. But the 

borderlands had changed violently, dramatically, and permanently for me in that 

moment. Sometimes I regret not taking a picture of those white shoes, but no 

matter, as it turned out. There would be plenty of objects, plenty of first–time 

finding moments, and plenty of stories about them that would prowl at the 

edges of my consciousness and experience in the years to come. Besides, those 

shoes are very much with me in any case. They cannot be otherwise. 
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INTERSTICE I: SIGNS OF SUSTENANCE AND MOVEMENT 
 

A can of beans “Hecho en México” ~ Water bottles and shade ~ 
A black plastic trash bag is a raincoat ~ A jug of green water 

can lead to life, or death ~ A portable meal packet carries notions of  
home into a foreign land ~ Scheduled work continues  

 
 At a potential ecological restoration site are fresh human footprints and a 

great deal of surface disturbance. Bare dirt is exposed from multiple scuffs of the 

light rock crust that covers much of the grasslands. A photograph of a young 

woman, a jacket, and scraps of paper contribute to a post–event scene—a 

meeting place, however temporary, where Border Patrol has recently circled 

their trucks, sorted and processed captured travelers, and departed. Cut nylon 

hand–ties that had bound the travelers litter the ground. Somehow, a small, 

unopened can of beans perches at the outskirts of the scene. It seems to have 

been carefully placed, a little beacon that marks the significance of a scene of 

conflict, but one of possibility too, for it contains calories than can extend a 

journey north. The can seems almost animate, as if in full expectation that 

another traveler will visit here, find it, partake, and move on. Its printed script 

speaks of origins—Hecho en México (Made in Mexico). It sits neatly atop a small 

rock pile, defiant of the physical and social hardships now inherent to this place, 

26 miles north of the borderline.  

 In similar places so numerous that they blur in the mind, empty cans, 

water bottles, jackets, and similar items cluster under the best shade. Any desire 

to visit such a site for one’s own lunch cannot be accommodated in the mind in 

the absence of wonder: Who and what will I find if I approach that marginal 

shelter? What consequences might ensue? The primary feature of such 
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wondering is not fear for personal safety, but fear of encounters for which 

preparations have not been made. A black plastic trash bag registers as a 

raincoat; a water bottle with yellow–green liquid marks a traveler’s stop at a 

cattle tank or trough. But this act of association cannot occur without concurrent 

association of the water and its collection and use with dysentery, and therefore 

also with possible death in this environment for the person who stopped to fill 

up. Fragments of meal packets and other easily portable items bear signatures 

from home northward, into an unknown landscape. On one object, the words 

Con el Sabor de Mamá (With the Flavor of Mom’s Cooking) resonate under smears 

of dried mud, near the cover of a mesquite tree, but far from mothers, homes, 

and cooked meals. For the ecological restoration practitioner, these things 

populate and transform every work site, every day. In order for that work to 

continue, these things and the ways in which they resonate must be set aside, 

physically and emotionally, only possibly to be taken up again later, but also 

possibly to be forgotten.  
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CHAPTER II: HISTORICAL AND PHYSICAL CONTEXTS 
 

Thursday, August 17: Set out early, seeking trails and tinajas,  
and working northward; unable to withstand the heat of midday, 
he lay down in an arroyo…Arising as the sun declined, he threw 
away shoes and trousers (with money, knife, and tobacco in the 
pockets), and wandered on northward, finding occasionally old 
trails which either faded away in a few miles or else led into sands 
or impassable rocks—trails mostly figments of disordered fancy. 
            W. J. McGee [1906:7]   
 

 People’s ways of making lives and making places in which to live their 

lives become acutely apparent when those people and places are under duress. 

In the complex situation under consideration here, this occurs when people 

attempt to cross the desert southwest and often fail, but also when those who are 

forced to account for and to re–examine the dynamic intersections of lived 

experience, of places that have changed dramatically within the last decade, and 

the shocking and sometimes violent events and objects that inform them, 

coincide in ways that resident and researcher alike did not ask for, or expect. 

Close attention to the sites in which people’s bodies come into contact with the 

physical landscape around them, in particular through found–objects and other 

things “out of place” that recur relentlessly on a landscape they thought they 

knew well, represent rich sites in which to locate one of the most well–hidden (in 

plain sight), under studied, and unique set of dynamic interactions that occur 

regularly in place. Before we continue, it is important to orient ourselves within 

the physical territory that enables some kinds of activity, and discourages others. 

The Physical Landscape 

 The history of the U.S. southwest is charged with variations on the myths 

and realities surrounding outlaws, opportunities, risk, exploration, and 
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spectacular successes and failures, and much of this is due to the region’s relative 

remoteness on the North American continent (DeLay 2008; Felger and Broyles 

2006). Regional geography includes geopolitical boundaries separating U.S. 

American, Mexican, and dozens of native peoples in both countries, all of them 

instrumental in constantly shaping and reshaping the region that alternately 

ignores and remains fractured and guided by what is now a 2,000–mile border 

between north and south. Much of this stretch is rough country and water is 

relatively scarce. The entire U.S.–Mexico border is often referred to as a desert, 

and especially when migrants are described in the media as having “died in the 

desert.” The choice of phrase contributes an important and accurate valence of 

threat to a landscape where people die because of what they and the desert both 

lack—water, food, and shelter. Temperatures in my study area range from well 

below freezing in winter to upwards of 110°F during summer, when cold 

temperatures at night can still be enough to compromise human health for those 

exposed to the elements. The deadly effects of these combined factors can 

manifest within days and even hours of crossing the border, as documented 

thoroughly in recent years of relatively high mortality of migrants by the Pima 

County Office of the Medical Examiner, and for decades by others to whom we 

will return below (Broyles 1988; Broyles et al. 1982; McGee 1906; Pima County 

2012).  

 The distinction between desert and grassland, however, is important for 

understanding the human activities that can occur there. My study area is more 

accurately described as desert grassland than desert. The ecological designation 
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of desert applies to areas such as most of the region east and west of my study 

area, with the Sonoran Desert Uplands subdivision to the west, and the 

Chihuahuan Desert to the east. In the desert grasslands, heterogeneity of habitat 

type and varied topography dominate the landscape. The entire desert grassland 

region is dominated by dry, low elevation valleys with numerous high mountain 

ranges that rise abruptly from the desert floor, engendering the name “sky 

islands” for these clusters. Desert grasslands are characterized by broad, mosaic 

swaths of thick, low grasses cut through by ribbons of rock and exposed earth, 

and punctuated in places by tall bunch grasses and larger shrubs, trees, and cacti 

that dot the palette and further complicate the pattern. In some places grasslands 

are also characterized by rolling hills cut by small canyons and arroyos, but with 

a more open character and a relatively low density of trees. 

 
Figure 4. Desert grasslands between Arivaca and Tucson. 
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Some researchers suggest that many parts of the region are best labeled 

savannah because of the open character of the vegetation and the importance of 

widely spread large trees and clumps of mixed heights of plants (McClaran and 

Van Devender 1995; McPherson 1997). My study site comprises grassland or 

desert grassland mostly because of its elevation, ranging from approximately 

3,000 to 5,000 feet, and interrupted by an abrupt series of craggy mountain 

ranges that rise from the grassland floor to over 7,000 feet in some cases.  

 
Figure 5. A mixture of habitat types along Arivaca Creek.  
 
These physical features support a high diversity of wildlife that takes advantage 

of varied topography for cover, water sources, and temperature modulation. 

Ranching, farming, and tourism interests benefit from many of the same features 

among others specific to their needs, such as accessible groundwater for humans 

and domestic animals, and enough rain to support native flora and fauna 

(Jordan-Bychkov 1993).  
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 Desert grasslands support dense and often thorny shrubs, mesquite trees 

that average 20–25 feet wide and high with overlapping canopies, and arroyos 

that vary from a few to a few dozen feet in depth and run across the land surface 

for miles. In addition to a rich native flora and fauna, these features support 

those human animals with an interest in protecting themselves and hiding their 

activities too. Vegetative camouflage is abundant up to 40 miles north of the 

border, and in many places much farther. From valley bottomlands, line–of–site 

distances are often less than 40 feet, encouraging careful movement across great 

distances, and thwarting attempts at detecting that movement. Cowboys who 

have spent much of their lives seeking not only lost calves, but calves that 

deliberately and successfully hide, know very well the frustrations inherent to 

this landscape, even at low elevations where vegetation is slightly less dense and 

roads are more abundant.  

 Varied elevation grades and topographical relief also help sort some of the 

different interests and activities in the region, especially ecological restoration 

work and smuggling activities. This separation has turned out to be one of my 

primary protections from the possible effects of interacting with smuggling 

activity as a restoration practitioner. My primary focus on hydrology, arroyos, 

and concentrated flows keeps me in the lower parts of valleys and sub–

watersheds. This means that I usually spend my time away from high–traffic 

mountainous zones, where the footpaths are deep and wide, having been carved 

by thousands of people and at least as many pounds of meth and marijuana, far 

from roads and therefore from Border Patrol surveillance and access.  
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 My usual work locations in the bottomlands and near roads nonetheless 

often put me in the paths of migrants, smugglers, and speeding Border Patrol 

vehicles. These were common experiences for ranchers and other research 

participants, who usually had other plans for their day. For these reasons and 

others noted above, the borderlands region remains complex and perhaps 

beyond knowing in or through conventional senses. The ironies that are inherent 

to life in the region pointed to the possibilities for other ways of knowing to 

amass slowly over time, such as when I realized after several months at my 

house in Arivaca that the unlabeled migrant bus at the end of my driveway 

seemed to trade work shifts with a school bus that pulled into the same roadside 

scallop each school day morning. The children get to school by day, and the 

migrants get to jail by night; and the process is repeated, seemingly endlessly. 

Further, it was not unusual to find migrants asleep under blankets a hundred 

feet away from this pullout and my house, or to discover the objects they had left 

behind while I had an early morning walk with my dog, Jack. He seemed pleased 

at the constant barrage of new material to stimulate his senses. I was not. Instead, 

I was left constantly wondering what to make of the things that we found and 

experienced, with little to help me define a center of activity beyond discussion 

with others. These exchanges and that sense of wonder are essential to people’s 

lives in the region, as it turns out, and to what occurs in the moments of finding 

strange and seemingly misplaced objects that regularly erupted into daily life. 
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Inhabiting and Studying a Regional Situation  

 My move to Arivaca in 2008 was more significant to my life and work 

than I could have imagined on entering the field, and the ethnographic windfall 

was incalculable. The cabin in which I resided for four years positioned me to 

hear regularly at night the revved engines of pickup trucks as they accelerated 

away, after picking up migrants who waited in the heavy brush near the creek a 

few dozen yards below my house. I entered the field with appropriate skepticism 

at what I was hearing, until I heard that a full moon means heightened 

smuggling activity around my house, and then found that claim to be true. The 

site positioned me to be interrupted often by surprise visitors while reading or 

conducting chores at any time of day or night. It positioned me to be awoken in 

the middle of the night to knocks on the door that could bring signs of tragedy or 

threat or both—depending on whether the visitor wanted food and water, or a 

ride, or to steal my truck, or to offer large sums of cash for me to ignore a load of 

marijuana dropped on the property. Nearly two years after leaving the Arivaca 

house for work in Patagonia, I learned that the precise location of my house had 

been designated by the federal government as a no–work zone, wherein no 

amount of research or travel was permitted because of high levels of smuggling 

activity. 

 It is important at this point in my narrative to emphasize that the idea of 

context proves inadequate as a container for lived experience, and in fact risks 

undermining the intensity of that experience through the acts of circumscription, 

definition, boundary–making, and explication. It is my hope that such research 
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continues to be part of the overall conversation, but that it also opens critical 

space for those who live in the region and will not be inclined to insert 

themselves into the analytical narrative. This is true of migrants whose stories 

are just beginning to be told in a number of important accounts that I take up 

below, but their experiences only account for one of many pieces, since they do 

not reside permanently in the area, and certainly not with the same legal and 

social status of most of my research participants, of course. At the same time, 

residents of the region do not live “on” the border or “in” the DMZ south of the 

Border Patrol checkpoints—called the “de-militarized zone” by some, and the 

“damned Mexican zone” by others—as much as they live through a physical 

territory and history whose existence and presence they continue to shape, and 

to comment upon. While it makes sense to speak of people who live “on the 

border” if one wishes to gain a vague idea of geographic location, the rest is pure 

assumption, reduction, and cliché, unless subtleties are uncovered through 

attention to the micro–practices and –places that inform lived experience.  

 Today the 97–year–old woman whose health and house I cared for during 

my fieldwork in Arivaca—right in the middle of the no–research zone described 

above—continues to reside there. She maintains that she is far more concerned 

with the production of methamphetamine in Arivaca than she is about drug and 

human smuggling through her life and property. In her 40–plus years on the 

land, she has seen multiple pulses and wanes in such activity. And while she has 

had unwelcome entrants in her house on numerous occasions over the years, 

stealing food and handy items while she watched, not once have such people 
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touched or threatened her in any way. Many including myself contend that 

anyone doing so would likely avoid such actions in order to avoid the risk of 

being put out of business—because business, and its successful continuance, is 

the name of the smuggling game in the borderlands today. The sophistication 

that develops around such situations is a major topic of this dissertation, and it 

takes a great deal of time to develop. It began and continues for me through an 

encounter with a pair of white shoes, but it emerged in other forms as well, once 

I found a means of becoming attuned to the tenor of daily life in the region.  

 At the very least, the writing experience helps me and others make sense 

of such events, a fact reaffirmed for me repeatedly when I shared notes and 

summaries of events with research participants. These sharing events have at 

least two effects. They confirm for my participants and for myself that I have 

accurate information. But they also confirm for each of us a unique, shared 

experience as we attempt to live and work in the region, and that we have no 

grand solutions for making sense of the sensational conditions that inform our 

lives while we live through those conditions. It is likely that these attempts center 

on the depths at which sensed experiences are felt as they work their ways into 

becoming the norm for life in the region. As one rancher put it after relating to 

me a particularly harrowing encounter that she and her sister had on their ranch, 

“I live a fearful life.” Other attunements seem less threatening, but no less salient. 

For me, one of these is the continuous, lengthy presence of an idling diesel bus 

engine sound in my ears during quiet moments. It remains difficult today even 

for me to believe that this phenomenon is possible. But it was unmistakable, and 
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has become easier to identify now that it has almost completely receded, more 

than a year after leaving my home in Arivaca. The source of the sound was a 

Wackenhut migrant–transport bus that parked less than 100 yards from my 

bedroom, at the end of my driveway, nearly every night for four years. It idled 

steadily in the dark hours while its driver awaited the endless parade of dark–

clothed, captured migrants that were ferried there by Border Patrol trucks. I 

protested through conversation and through a written letter to Border Patrol 

officials that the sound was disturbing, but also on the grounds that, by the 

agency’s own admission, it was gathering known criminals awfully close to three 

private residences. I wondered in those attempts why the bus could not park on 

federal land a half–mile from my house and why, if this were an important part 

of Border Patrol work worth pursuing, it could not be accomplished by daylight. 

No response arrived. I would return home late at night or in the dark of early 

morning to find the groups of travelers alit in a carnival atmosphere of truck 

headlights, with some agents close among them while others stood aside, hands 

on firearms to dissuade potential escapees. Clearly, and yet not so clearly, it was 

for me to adjust to this new way of producing space and human relationships to 

space, and to this new way of producing relationships with one another. 

 Countless times Border Patrol agents would enter my property and its 

dead–end driveway seeking a way across the creek, or advice on how to navigate 

the complex of hills that surrounded the house in order to find a smuggler or 

migrant who had been seen in the area. I obliged to the best of my abilities, but 

never had an agent drive to my house in response to my calls for help because of 
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what I perceived to be a potentially dangerous smuggler at my door or near my 

truck. Instead, what I and many others in Arivaca experienced during those calls 

were challenges to our powers of perception, to our ability to discern safety from 

danger, through doubtful questions about what we were seeing and 

experiencing, and whether our situation was worthy of sending in a Border 

Patrol agent. The rural–residential, shared, “lived-in” contexts, built of long–term 

local knowledge for which there existed no form of accounting, was ignored out 

of hand. While Border Patrol has made efforts to communicate better with 

ranchers and to reach out to the public in rural communities, these efforts are 

sporadic and spread thin across the region, and often raise more questions about 

procedures and mandates than they answer. 

 One of the primary reasons for agents’ persistent confusion is that they 

rotate shifts and locations frequently, ostensibly to prevent corruption within the 

ranks. The procedure also prevents them from establishing long–term 

relationships with those who spend most of their lives in place. It prevents them 

from learning and growing within the social and physical geographies, from 

inhabiting them as deeply and thoroughly as long–term residents do. 

Meanwhile, agents are tasked with covering a vast territory east to west and 

north to south. With many checkpoints not found along highways until 25–40 

miles of the border, this leaves an enormous geography to be covered with 

minimal road access. My study area alone, extending from the east end of the 

Tohono O’odham Nation to the boot heel of New Mexico, covers over 6,000 

square miles of dense and largely roadless desert grassland. The area becomes 
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much larger if that measure is extended to the area northwest of Tucson and to 

Casa Grande and Phoenix, where the effects of smuggling and migration are 

readily apparent in drug stash houses, temporary houses for migrants, and the 

occasional human remains found in the desert (often the result of inter–cartel 

violence, since work–seeking migrants usually fail, through death or capture, or 

succeed before reaching this far north). These are the kinds of regularly reported 

violent eruptions that cause many residents to cite Interstate 10 as the “real” 

border, and to wonder why so much Border Patrol activity, including 

checkpoints, occurs dozens of miles north of the actual line, rather than right 

along it.  

 The geographic configuration of border enforcement activity, spread over 

vast and complex terrain, also effectively puts enforcement agents into 

borderlands communities and therefore directly into people’s daily lives. 

Checkpoints along highways where residents are constantly questioned and 

searched represent just one of many intersections of interests, but they remain 

potent ones. Stories of aggressive interactions between residents and agents flow 

freely in communities like Arivaca, Sasabe, and Patagonia. Private property 

rights are often suspended as agents search for illegal activity, and many 

describe conditions as a “guilty until proven innocent” approach to law 

enforcement. Discursive responses emerge from the frustration that arises out of 

these conditions, and call attention to the region’s inherent ironies in simplistic 

yet accurate ways. Two bumper stickers common near the border express 

common local sentiments: “Secure the Border at the Border,” and, “Arivaca: A 
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Constitution–Free Zone.” But responses that point to other facets of the 

conflicted realities of daily life experiences emerge as well:  

 
Figure 6. A good–luck wish to migrants, and a response in black paint.  
 
As we saw with the elderly woman whom I cared for during my time in Arivaca, 

a common theme among residents is that they fear Border Patrol more than 

migrants and smugglers, but common evidence such as that related in the 

photographs above indicates that political tensions simmer without resolution.  

High Intensity Trade and Low Intensity Conflict 

 A brief sketch of the political and historic contexts of the region will better 

situate my research and contribute to my goal of gauging the tenor of life in the 

borderlands. The spread of migration and smuggling, and therefore of 

enforcement farther north into the United States, is the result of numerous 

factors, most of which center on changes in U.S. and Mexican trade and 

immigration policies. What had existed for decades if not for centuries in the 

region was a relatively stable, yet flexible immigration “system” populated by 
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transnational migrants who were often needed, if not always welcomed, to work 

in the fast–expanding U.S. southwest of the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. In the late 1980s, the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) 

and the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) worked in tandem to 

encourage the integration of economies that were beginning to extend from 

Central America to Alaska, in the case of the former Agreement, and to 

discourage the integration of labor markets in the latter. In short, GATT and 

IRCA were designed to create a North American free market wherein every 

commodity was encouraged to move except the one that always had, labor, 

which had to move if the region were to continue functioning socially and 

economicaly (Massey et al. 2002). In what could just as easily have emerged from 

this morning’s news in 2013, border control was immediately framed as a matter 

of national security, while immigration was represented as a military invasion 

that therefore warranted a military–level response (and of course the events of 

9/11 took the responses to extremes that show no signs of abating in their 

intensity). GATT and related agreements effectively pushed an economic agenda 

within a new, long–range border control scheme, while IRCA attempted at the 

same time to show the U.S. public that its suddenly “out of control” southern 

border was being dealt with effectively. It was not out of control or handled 

effectively, especially from a standpoint of human well–being. In fact, one would 

be hard pressed to show that the border region has ever been under control, by 

any common measure and at any point in U.S. history (Andreas 2000; Heyman 

1994; Staudt and Coronado 2002; Staudt et al. 2009).  
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 This dynamic continued into the next decade, in spite of incongruities and 

political failures to identify accurately, let alone provide solutions for perceived 

“problems” with an “out of control border.” The North American Free Trade 

Agreement (NAFTA) of 1994 was designed to further lower the barriers to trade 

between the United States and Mexico, which benefited multiple national and 

private economic interests. There were fears that unemployment rates would 

increase, especially among indigenous groups as subsidized corn and other 

staples were shipped to Mexico, and these fears continue to be realized as drug– 

and human–smuggling operations struggle among themselves to fill the 

economic and geographic gaps (Andreas 2000; Martínez 1996, 2006[1988]). There 

were hopes that border area maquiladoras would fill with workers and stimulate 

local economies, but China quickly surged economically to outcompete Mexico. 

The situation was exacerbated by the absence of an integrated and inclusive 

socio–economic effort from the U.S. to identify and avoid predictable effects such 

as poverty and wage and employment gaps that would soon be filled with 

increased illegal activities (Campbell 2009; Payan 2006a, 2006b).  

 Among the most harmful effects over the last two decades was an even 

greater shift of labor away from generations of seasonal migration, favored by 

ranchers with fond memories of the relationships they had established with 

people they used to hire repeatedly and without incident. Ranchers today speak 

of a loosely defined network wherein laborers would arrive on time at ranches, 

work and stay for a set period, and then be directed to a neighboring ranch that 

also expected them to arrive. And they did. In one instance, a rancher reports 
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that a migrant took one of his tools after a season of work, but returned it the 

following year with an apology. This was the norm rather than the exception, 

and it is possible that the current situation along the border is too nascent at this 

point, lacking the time necessary for the sound of the war drums of 9/11 to fade, 

and for the actual lived conditions we have created, to emerge fully into view. 

 Historically, the complex and always messy processes of standardized 

and humane developments of immigration, emigration, and transition policies 

and practices took many European nations nearly a century to reach an arguably 

amenable form. In the U.S.–Mexico case, that period has been compressed into 

approximately one-third the time (Massey et al. 2002:23). According to one 

borderlands lawyer who prefers anonymity due to involvement in border crime 

cases, there has never been consensus on immigration and “regularizing” 

peoples’ statuses since the advent of immigration law in the U.S. in the late 

nineteenth century (personal communication February 18, 2012). Attempts are 

made approximately once per generation—in 1924, 1948, 1972, and 1986—and 

we witness another form of that attempt today. But economic and trade policy 

changes undermined the efforts in each case, and resulted in many cases in 

higher earnings for those involved in high–volume trade (including smugglers 

now), and higher crime and poverty rates along the border, with unemployment 

rates nearing 30 percent.  

 In a cruel irony, amidst these conditions over one trillion dollars in goods 

and services are exchanged between the United States and Mexico every four 

years, and the number continues to increase even without accounting for illegal 
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activities (Payan 2006b:140). And without counting the legal and incarceration 

services that in many ways support the migrant industrial complex, the numbers 

that people attempt to attach to border realities still strain the boundaries of 

comprehension. In a recent example, the Hoeven-Corker “border surge” 

amendment to the Comprehensive Immigration Reform Bill sought to add the 

following infrastructure to the border region: $46.3 billion as a first–cut set of 

expenses to hire 20,000 new Border Patrol agents, doubling the force; 50 

integrated fixed surveillance towers; 73 fixed camera systems; 28 mobile vehicle 

surveillance systems; 685 ground sensors; and 160 unmanned aircraft systems 

and a fleet of new helicopters. Much of this money will go to private defense 

contractors, as it did for the surveillance towers that failed to deliver accurate 

information through a contract secured by Boeing (the corporation recently hired 

to try again, for millions more in payments). When I questioned one Border 

Patrol official about how so much money could be spent with so little effect, he 

explained that the process of development and installation of technology 

occurred with no Border Patrol field–based input, no inquiry into the daily lives 

of agents at work. In other words, there was no attempt to attach ideas and 

money and technology to the sites where they would be activated. As he 

summarized the logic that led to the expenditure of millions of dollars without 

effect, “You can’t put a fancy laptop in a Border Patrol vehicle and expect it to 

last more than a month” (personal communication May 12, 2010).  

 Current enforcement regimes are designed to mitigate the effects of past 

trade arrangements, and the tried–and–sometimes–true responses with more 
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extensive hardware in the field show little signs of shifting. Often the efforts are 

almost poignant. Under the second Bush administration, border mitigation plans 

included building seven miles of new fence in a high–traffic zone a few miles 

south of my residence. Border Patrol agents dutifully notified local ranchers and 

others that they should be on alert to likely changes—reduced traffic 

immediately adjacent to the new fence, and increased traffic at the ends of the 

fence, as migrant and smuggling traffic poured around the edges of the 

disconnected seven–mile string. Sadly, and predictably, the agents were exactly 

right. Traffic increased for many, decreased for some, and smugglers now 

dominate the high country of hills and mountains, where official vehicles cannot 

reach. Movement continues unabated by any account, and the rural public on the 

receiving end is asked, once again, to adjust to circumstances from their fixed 

location in the middle of it all.  

 Extensive surveillance towers, drones, motion sensors, cameras, high 

altitude monitoring balloons, sections of new border fence and an increase in 

agents and vehicles are all part of the modern border enforcement assemblage, 

and the call and response, action–reaction approach to border management that 

causes many to consider the situation a vast “border game” (Andreas 2000), but 

with no endgame built into the action. Multiple militaristic, line–in–the–sand 

style operations and arrangements have been named over the years in an attempt 

to adjust to these nationally–imposed conditions: Operation Gatekeeper in San 

Diego, Operation Hold the Line in El Paso, and Operation Safeguard, in Arizona, 

to name just a few. The operations’ titles speak for themselves regarding their 
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focus and the public perception their designers hope to instigate and maintain 

about immigration. While these operations may have provided some measure of 

control over human movement through the cities, they forced migrants and 

smugglers to make use of the deserts and desert grasslands that officials 

assumed would be too daunting for travelers to use. That assumption was 

wrong. An ad hoc border management mentality that echoes residents’ daily lives 

amidst unknowns in the region perseveres. When asked about the possible 

consequences of new enforcement regimes in border cities, one high–ranking 

official replied, “There may be collateral damage.” There has been, and there will 

be more, both for travelers and for those fixed in place. Based on my interactions 

with migrants and other research, it has become apparent that what is especially 

problematic for migrants today is the fact that increased enforcement in remote 

areas has actually increased dangers for them, because the travel time to pick–up 

locations has been increased from one to several days in many cases, and few are 

prepared for such an extension (De León 2012; Massey et al. 2002; Rubio-

Goldsmith et al. 2006).  

 The concept of collateral damage emerges from military interventionist 

discourse that accounts for human lives as collections of objects and numbers, or 

as groupings of inanimate objects that may be “damaged” during management 

processes, like furniture delivered from a warehouse to an office complex. 

Timothy Dunn (1996) argues that the official U.S. enforcement regime active in 

the region today is guided by a “low intensity conflict” doctrine. This is a 

Pentagon–designed format for managing civil insurgencies in Central America 
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that has been applied from inside the U.S. to countries in South America. The 

doctrine deliberately blurs established lines between domestic and military 

practices, and between civil life and national security interests, by legitimizing 

unwarranted intrusions into people’s private lives. As such, the doctrine 

jeopardizes constitutional protections assumed to be in place in democratic 

societies. What demands consideration are the violent and unexpected ruptures 

in consciousness that such a situation carries, and how they are handled once 

enabled, including the ways in which Border Patrol, the officials that guide their 

activities, residents, and many others attempt to inhabit and act within their 

newfound location in the middle of it all, with no clear sign of an exit. 

Anthropologist Michael Taussig identified these mechanisms and effects in 

Colombia (2003) and elsewhere, including from within the United States during 

the 1980s and 1990s, just prior to NAFTA and its consequences. A primary 

purpose of low intensity conflict doctrine is “to blur accustomed realities and 

boundaries and keep them blurred” among sources of power, threat, and 

authority, including suspensions of agreed upon means of treating citizens and 

suspects (Taussig 1992:22). Suspensions of law are officially enabled and 

attended by increases in weaponry and strategic attention from the same 

governing bodies that contributed to the creation of the original problem. As 

Taussig describes this functional dysfunction in South America, governing 

officials describe and set up a problem (drug production and gun exchanges, for 

example), then go to work on it by ramping up drug enforcement, and along 

with it the potential for violence, together with increases in surveillance and 
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decreases in local senses of security (2003). The result is a swirl of activity that 

sustains itself, and its reverberations penetrate communities, households, and 

individual psyches and bodies, forcing unanswerable questions about best 

responses from those who inhabit the middle ground, when government appears 

to be a large part of the original problem. For example, unknowns concerning the 

differences between friends and enemies proliferate at household levels within 

populations and across distances in the borderlands under these conditions, 

producing the sense of a constant state of emergency. As one retired landowner 

described the persistent tension that results in searches, arguments, and arrests 

in front of people’s homes and at checkpoints, “Well the thing is, people are on 

edge. The Border Patrol is on edge. The public is on edge.” It is an edge created 

and regularly honed through deliberate, directed governance in the name of 

security. Another described his personal means of sorting who is who in his 

daily life this way: “It’s easy. Friends wave. Enemies hide.” When another 

resident described his decision to carry a firearm as being uncomfortable but 

seemingly necessary, as if asking for some form of grounding for his actions, the 

Border Patrol agent’s reply was refreshingly honest, but disturbing at the same 

time for the new sense of normalcy it conveyed: “I’m glad you’re armed.” 

Counting and Accounting  

 Whether or not a full–blown application of low intensity conflict doctrine 

has obtained in the border region today remains open to debate, but there is no 

mistaking the ways in which its assumptions and practices have emerged there 

(Slack and Whiteford 2011). Key to the mentality that underpins this approach to 
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managing the border and people’s lives is the fact that the doctrine’s military 

designers openly acknowledge the facts listed above, and that these facts of 

management are the direct result of policies that value ends over means (Dunn 

1996). However, the effectiveness of U.S. interventions continues to vex the 

designers and evaluators, and this sense of vexation continues to show in the 

titles of government reports. An early evaluation by the U.S. Government 

Accountability Office, entitled “Illegal Immigration: Southwest Border Strategy 

Results Inconclusive; More Evaluation Needed” (1997) was followed nearly ten 

years later with a report from the same office, dubiously entitled “Illegal 

Immigration: Border Crossing Deaths Have Doubled Since 1995; Border Patrol’s 

Efforts Have Not Been Fully Evaluated” (2006). The indeterminacy represented 

in these reports is a core feature of low intensity conflict situations, where 

beginnings and possible endings are difficult to discern, while maintenance of 

current conditions is of primary concern, to the extent that civil rights may be 

suspended under conditions identified by governing officials, and the middle 

ground of sustained conditions is actively maintained by officials and residents 

alike. 

 In the U.S.–Mexico border case, however, another irony persists that 

contributes to the region’s seemingly unsolvable dilemmas. Border Patrol and 

human smugglers both define their existence and base their economies on the 

same commodity, human labor. While Border Patrol executives and politicians 

continue to try to make the case for increasing agents on the ground 

(approximately 20,000 agents work the Tucson Sector today, the highest by far in 



  
   
  65 
 

the U.S.; and they could soon be doubled if current legislation passes), smugglers 

continue to receive upwards of several thousand dollars per migrant, whether 

they are successful or not. One thing is certain. The political and economic forces 

that have colluded to create current border conditions can and often do result in 

damage and anomalies that have just begun to come under scrutiny and 

consideration, such as those that resulted in the discovery of a pair of white 

shoes on a dirt road. These are not accidents, or necessary by–products of 

management regimes, but predictable products with traceable socio–geographic 

histories. Data from the Pima County Office of the Medical Examiner (2012)—the 

unit tasked with recovering and documenting found human remains in the 

Border Patrol’s Tucson Sector (and now others)—has begun to show why, how, 

and where specific kinds of damage begin in migrants’ lives, and where and how 

this damage and its effects get transferred north to erupt into resident life.  

 Little work has been instigated to assess impacts on rural residents who 

are subject to trade and other policy decisions. Again, some of the reasons for 

increases in deaths can be traced to policies that funneled migrants and 

smugglers into remote locations, but many of the numbers continue to stretch 

our abilities to comprehend the magnitude of what is under way throughout the 

region. The accuracy of statistics and measures of border activity, including those 

of the Border Patrol itself, are difficult to assess, but the articulation of hard 

numbers and unknown potentials is instructive (Appendix B). Consider the 

following mix of known and unknown quantities: 
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Migration: 
• From the mid-1990s to 2006, more that a million illegal immigrants were 

apprehended and deported each year 
• Annual migrant deaths doubled during roughly the same period, from 

nearly 100 to more than 200 in some years (United States Geological 
Survey 2013:207) 

 
Detention, Infrastructure, and Trade: 

• At least $1.96 billion will be spent on detention in 2013 alone, not 
including expenses for detaining suspected migrants and smugglers by 
Border Patrol (Slack et al. 2013) 

• Southwestern U.S. border fences and walls cost $2.4 billion to build and 
will cost $6.5 billion to maintain (Government Accountability Office 2009) 

• The border region supports the legal movement of over $260 billion in 
trade and services annually, and more that five million trucks per year 
cross the U.S.–Mexico border (Bureau of Justice Statistics 2012) 

 
Guns, Drugs, and Money: 

• Operation Gunrunner (designed to disempower today’s increasingly 
powerful smuggling cartels by intercepting the movement of guns and 
money) has 162 officers dedicated to the program.  

• Meanwhile, more than 20,000 Border Patrol officers do generic border law 
enforcement in the southwestern U.S. alone, with much of their energy 
spent working with and around local citizens at checkpoints, and on 
public and private lands (Heyman 2011) 

• At least 2.3 million pounds of marijuana and more than 16,000 pounds of 
other drugs (including cocaine, heroin, meth, and ecstasy) were seized by 
Border Patrol in 2012 in the southwest border region alone (Appendix B) 

• The Government Accountability Office found that Customs and Border 
Protection seized $41 million in cash in 2010 along the entire 6,000-mile 
U.S. border, while an estimated $18-29 billion in cash moved from the U.S. 
to Mexico alone during the same period (Government Accountability 
Office 2010) 

 
Summary Statement Echoed Regularly by U.S. auditors and officials: 

“Several hundreds of thousands of individuals and an unknown volume 
of contraband” enter the United States illegally each year through the 
southwestern U.S. border alone (Government Accountability Office 2009). 

 
 The challenges of organizing coherent responses to such conditions are 

monumental, and social pressures from within nations can be as effective at 

creating change as perceived threats from without. From 1993 to 2001 Border 
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Patrol tripled in size from approximately 4,000 to 12,000 agents, mostly located 

along the southwestern border. After 9/11 that number remained steady, with 

attendant increases in high–technology measures applied to address security 

gaps perceived in the post–9/11 atmosphere. However, in 2005 a resurgent flurry 

of anti–immigration politics, focused mostly on Mexicans and Central 

Americans, forced the redirection of newfound Homeland Security resources 

toward the U.S.–Mexico border, so that from 2005 to the present, agents now 

number more than 21,000, more than quintupling since 1994 (Heyman 2011). As 

noted above, this number may double again soon. These measures, combined 

with shifts in trade policy, resulted in decreased net human security by moving 

migratory flows to more dangerous areas, and by creating at least two classes of 

victims that are now sustained by current policies—migrants (including their 

families who remain in sending communities) and rural residents in the United 

States.  

 Mexican residents just south of the line have received important attention 

too, as researchers struggle to comprehend the high stakes middle ground that 

has been created and is now sustained in the border region. Again, the numbers 

strain the limits of the believable, an unfortunate side effect of illegal and 

sometimes officially authorized violence (Andreas and Greenhill 2010). Over 

roughly the past decade, reporters, residents and researchers have attempted to 

estimate the numbers of Mexicans killed in drug–related violence within Mexico. 

Some put the total thus far at 60,000 dead, others at 80,000 (Hernández 

2013[2010]). At times the number tops 100,000, but this is because mass graves 



  
   
  68 
 

continue to be found, and because the numbers of dead discovered daily in 

places like Ciudad Juárez, just south of El Paso, Texas range from several to a 

couple dozen almost daily.  

 Amidst confounding, conflicting, and uncertain sets of numbers and 

claims, sometimes our best sources of information come from those who put 

their bodies where their ideas are, anthropologically–speaking. Interviews and 

follow–up correspondence with Charles Bowden, a southwestern U.S. journalist 

and author known for his hyperbole and for his gritty reporting style indicate 

that speculation was not necessary to report accurately on conditions in Juárez, a 

place he fears is the “laboratory of the future” for the United States (Bowden 

1998). It would be difficult to prove him wrong after reading his Murder City 

(2010), an updated report on the same city and region that now includes 

investigative work with hit men, gangs, and drug smugglers. I quote segments of 

a particularly lengthy email exchange between us for two reasons. Bowden has 

important points to make about conditions just south of the border, where few 

U.S. researchers have ventured recently, and the material he uncovers deserves a 

large audience. But Bowden’s research and life and the work that continues to 

emerge from them have become deeply entangled as well. Like many who 

experience the lived conditions of the region and attempt to make sense of them, 

he admits to having difficulties presenting the material that he so desperately 

wants readers to comprehend at some level: “At first, I keep a list, try to see 

things in sequence, search for cause and effect. Then I learn and give up” 

(2010:5). Finally, and with the assistance of other reporters in the area, one day he 
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began creating lists of the dead that were on display almost daily around town, 

often upwards of ten bodies at a time. The next day the situation repeated itself—

more bodies, with more threatening messages exchanged between cartels, or 

directed at the Mexican government. The next day he found more of the same. 

When I questioned him in an interview about his handling of such shocking yet 

ubiquitous events and material, including questions about what was “really” 

going on in the region just over the line, Bowden responded with this mix of 

opinion and purported fact (email to author November 9, 2013): 

I made a decision to convey the feeling of slaughter [through the 
lists of names of the dead in Murder City]…and to make a point 
largely ignored then and since, that there was no center to the 
violence, no single entity doing the killing, in short no one in 
charge. Talk of a cartel war is a way to avoid facing the death 
machine of government. In fact, a lot of the killing was by the police 
and military, authorized crime. Often their killings are done by 
instruments—gangs of kids for example—but still state sponsored 
or sanctioned. No one can hang people off bridges in the heart of a 
city without the consent of the authorities…Certainly U.S. policies 
and capitalism factor in but they also operate in El Paso, one of the 
most peaceful cities in the U.S. Well, anyway people like to talk 
cartel war because that limits the problem. The 150,000 Mexicans 
murdered between 2006 and 2012 know better. But they don’t talk 
much. 

 
Again the numbers and the potentials for what may and quite likely is taking 

place among individuals, groups, and governing entities in Mexico threaten to 

burst common conceptual apparatuses. I am especially interested in Bowden’s 

point that there is “no center…no single entity…no one in charge” because I 

believe these words would resonate for my own research participants north of 

the border. I also suggest Bowden’s comment that “people like to talk cartel war” 

is less a matter of preference for those people than a matter of convenience. 
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Notions of a cartel war, dissociated from other forces and connections, provide a 

ready container for a problem and make it easier to think about, and also easier 

not to act upon. Mexico and Mexicans again become easy targets, and residents 

north of the line remain firmly situated amidst the entire, only partially–known 

assemblage. 

Working From the Middle Ground 

 A major feature of the contemporary tenor of life for many in the 

transnational borderlands remains a sense of newness that has been mapped 

onto older forms, of constantly beginning in the middle of it all, with little 

direction and no destination visible. It remains a place where that newness 

emerges in the forms of extra–national elements of power and control over 

economies and geographies, but also through national governments and other 

forms of organization that continue to sustain and direct border activities under 

the guise of free trade and open markets. One effect is the construction and 

maintenance of a place where a drug cartel can shoot a Mexican military 

helicopter out of the sky, rather than the reverse. It is a place where NGOs and 

others work harder than ever to mitigate border violence and suffering amidst 

multiple unknowns, but it is also a place where other organizations have given 

up due to concerns over worker safety. The region is fraught with unknowns for 

those who either try to hold to former ways, or try to adjust to the new forms of 

spatial production, even while those productive processes are under way and 

poorly understood. For example, research participants regularly remind me that 

while criminal activity such as smuggling is not new, its current form is. One 
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fourth–generation resident explained the potential consequences of the change as 

“scary,” not because he could identify any tangible or easily sourced threat to 

himself or loved ones, but because he and others like him no longer know who 

the criminals really are. They used to know such information, and communities 

formed based on such information. The stories of their sometimes collaborative, 

sometimes antagonistic exploits are legendary in small border communities. 

Similarly, ranchers who fondly reminisce about strong relationships with 

migrant workers from decades past now use words like anger and aggression to 

describe those whom they meet on the land; but they also still relate through 

their tears stories of migrants who come to their doors with nothing but bloody 

feet and a plea for help, even from Border Patrol; such are the new threats they 

face from smugglers who compete with one another for possession of human 

and drug capital.  

 The stories continue to accrue from within regional and conceptual spaces, 

whether sought out by an ethnographer, or overheard during breakfast in a 

diner, and they threaten to exhaust one’s ability to make sense at times: A man 

who used to live a few miles from my current residence recently disappeared. He 

had found a large pile of marijuana bales stashed in an arroyo near his home, 

and he called Border Patrol to pick it up. Two days later an unknown man was at 

his door demanding payment for his lost load of drugs, saying, “You owe me a 

lot of money.” Locals believe that the resident finder of this particular set of 

objects fled by his own choice immediately afterward. Uncertainty remains about 

the situation, but his house remains empty in any case. 
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 Events emerge quickly and often without warning under such conditions, 

and it is difficult to predict what will be added to the mix, and from where. By 

any measure, theoretical design, or designation, the physical bodies of workers 

and travelers in this extremely active suite of fields are now materially and 

managerially implicated in place in unprecedented ways. This is an ideal site for 

ethnographic inquiry, for what it can ask and what it can offer. In my work, the 

basic bread and butter of anthropology, participant observation and extensive 

interviewing and listening events, provided the physical and theoretical 

foundation for my daily life and work, and for the work of conducting research 

as one of my own research participants. It is the act of putting one’s body where 

one’s ideas are, as I describe my approach to many of my participants and 

students, and of using that experience and experiment to test methods and ideas. 

These include how to live one’s life effectively and safely in the contemporary 

borderlands. This dissertation narrative then stands as an experiment on an 

experiment, with much to test and point to, and possibly little to prove or solve. 

What I hope to activate and put to work through the remainder of this document 

is a combination of so–called reasonable, empirical analysis of the current 

situation in the region, accompanied by a persistent prowling along the edges of 

reason, because reason does not always hold in these places (de Certeau 

1988[1975], 1984). In much the same way, contemporary border pressures 

relentlessly work the edges of people’s daily lives in the region, so that the entire 

borderlands becomes an extended edge of this kind, one that exerts influence 

many miles to the north and south. These pressures sometimes prevent a father 
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from taking his children to school, because during the morning he witnessed a 

group of people hiding in the trees near his house. The family remains home not 

out of fear for personal safety, but because they do not want to repair doors or 

windows after a break–in by people in search of food. And so the term 

“dangerous” fails as a regional descriptor. Complexity dominates the tenor of 

many lives lived here, as evidenced when a Nature Conservancy employee runs 

into an automatic–rifle bearing drug smuggler while assessing creek flow rates at 

a nature preserve. The smuggler slowly wags his finger side to side in warning, 

and each goes his own way without incident. Here, the edges of each party’s 

interests and their ways of producing and using space, including where they 

overlap and do not, are laid bare, and each adjusts as new relationships are 

formed.  

 My work is situated in such interstitial spaces between things and people 

and the events that are inadvertently created at their intersection. In many ways, 

contemporary border wars are being fought over product lines, over networks 

not so much inhabited by those who own and operate them, as they are 

manipulated as an assemblage that extends far north of the border into 

communities and through multiple governing officials. There are regional and 

clan identities worthy of research attention in the drug wars, but today these are 

too fluid and subject to betrayals and reformations for the situation to be based 

on territorial or ideological goals, in the senses of protecting one’s physical space 

or ideas. Cartels today might be considered effective and active puzzle pieces, or 

as living nodes in larger networks that include but exceed the ideals and 
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geometries of independent states. In fact and in practice, they are pioneers of 

multinational capital and perhaps evidence a new form of twenty–first century 

warfare that is currently under construction, even as it maps onto older forms. 

 The borderlands region as it manifests today is an experiment in land use, 

one of the most progressive and ambitious in the country, but also an experiment 

in how to live in such a place. The south–central Arizona portion in particular is 

considered the most active corridor for Border Patrol work in the United States, a 

place where the federal government continuously experiments with ways of 

mitigating unknowns by allowing some activities, and attempting to prevent 

others (Andreas 2000; Massey et al. 2002). In theory, experiments are a means of 

reliably controlling experience (Weber 1946). This is true for both social and 

ecological environments. Scientists count on this when they attempt to control 

variables in order to measure changes, but it is easy to forget that they have also 

designed the laboratory in which the experiment occurs (Bennett 2010; Kirby 

2011). I suggest that the lab, the experiment, and the scientists and managers who 

have set it up all deserve critical attention as an assemblage that defies separation 

of parts, causes, and even the association of causes and effects. Creativity and its 

potentials both for eliciting the horror of a drug cartel gun battle and the beauty 

and grace of food carefully hidden for travelers who will surely arrive to find it, 

all abound and emerge here amidst and through one another. And they 

proliferate in ways that researchers and residents have only begun to organize 

and define.  
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 Work in the modern U.S. borderlands is charged with valences of 

uncertainty and the unknowable that might be uncomfortable but important bio–

cultural features worth thinking about, but also worth getting used to. Those 

residents and workers who choose to remain in place experiment with ways of 

making lives and livings and the borderlands space itself on a daily basis. This 

becomes especially apparent in a work site such as the borderlands, a place with 

apt descriptors that include cattle country, desert grassland, the Border Patrol’s 

Tucson Sector, an ecological gem, a path to freedom, a grand land–use 

experiment, and a critical wildlife corridor, among others. Each of these 

represents a specific interest and a specific means of producing space, of forging 

a practical relationship between oneself and one’s surroundings (Lefebvre 

1991[1974]:18). These are political and economic interests and activities, but they 

are also the result of deeply creative acts. They sometimes carry vestiges of 

historically productive programs re–tooled to modern realities, as in the case of 

ranching; they sometimes carry hope and mark it as such with placed objects, as 

in the cases of migrants; they sometimes hold to notions of landscape 

connectivity for ecologists; or to creative ways of knowing and utilizing the 

landscape for effective business practices in ways yet to be discovered, as for 

smugglers whose productive activity depends upon subterfuge and silence. 

 Another story from the field will help orient my work and concerns here, 

and point to how such events of significance emerge and have effects on people. 

A young woman new to the region tells a typical story of an encounter event, one 

she experienced while conducting an ecological mapping project on a large 
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ranch. Toward the end of a day in the field, she explained that three young men 

had approached her at one point demanding food and water, and that one of 

them appeared to be under the influence of a drug, likely methamphetamine 

according to my research. She assisted, directed, and dissuaded them from 

further interaction, only to find them at her truck hours later to repeat the 

performance. Nothing more occurred that day among them, but she was quite 

shaken by the event and its potential to have unfolded differently (and in fact, 

two young women who had been raped were found two miles south of her 

location just one month prior). When she returned home, she recalled the 

experiences to herself and settled on one tentative and early conclusion, spoken 

to herself and later to me with obvious shock and surprise at her own findings: 

“Wow, this is a war zone!” I suggested she read a few notes I had written, such 

as an anthropology conference presentation abstract on the topics, and my 

original dissertation chapter outline. The effects were surprising and effective in 

ways I did not predict. She explained that the ideas had helped her make sense 

of the experience in ways she did not predict, primarily because she quickly 

understood that she was not alone in that experience. This was a unique, first–

time event for her, which is a significant feature of what I will explore in the 

remainder of this work—the experiences and effects of a repeated series of first–

time encounters and eruptions on the land and in lives, but with no end to such 

experiences in sight.  

 Although her sentiments continue to be expressed regularly by my formal 

research participants and informal collaborators, we must remain careful not to 
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overemphasize such experiences. Mundane and relatively uneventful periods 

and days persist in the region along with moments of grace, beauty, and hope, 

such as the countless times my participants and I have assisted migrants in dire 

need of aid. These too contribute to lived experience in the region, and they 

complicate common designations of it as dangerous and hopelessly out of 

control. My fieldwork indicates strongly that anecdotes and impressions have 

important roles in the ongoing experiments of making lives in the borderlands, 

and therefore also in writing about them as a means of disentangling qualities of 

horror, hope, beauty, and danger. The narratives both reflect and contribute to 

the daily experiences of those who live and work in the region today, and 

represent a primary means whereby people interpret, share, and organize 

responses to multiple unknowns (Duranti 2002, 2005; Goffman 1981). They bear 

the weight of the day, and point to what the next may bring, and how one might 

self–organize and position oneself to receive and act upon that information. 

 People often share stories of their field findings in what I believe are 

important social exercises that contribute to the development of a sophisticated 

interpretive framework for knowing and contributing to what is going on 

around them, and to their perceived place in it all (Basso 1996; Feld and Basso 

1996; Lakoff and Johnson 1980). We will revisit these ideas in later chapters, but 

it is important to note at this point what usually occurs in these descriptive 

moments. At some point in the telling, usually after the high point of the drama 

and without further explanation, the events and the stories about them are 

effectively “written off” by the speaker with a wave of the hand. One of the most 
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common responses to one’s own story is to describe the account as just another 

“war story” among many, and to quickly dismiss it as irrelevant. My research 

shows that this dismissal occurs for two reasons. First, the stories are cited by 

research participants as being so ubiquitous as to warrant little attention; more 

subtly and at least as important, participants discount their stories and the events 

related through them as distractions from more pressing concerns of the day, 

such as the logistics of coordinating shared work tasks, or continuing the 

business at hand for which a meeting had been designed. At no point in my 

research did I feel the need to set up meetings or interviews specifically to focus 

on strange and untoward events and the objects that erupted into people’s lives. 

They informed conversation and lives regularly without my prompting or undue 

attention directed toward them. They dominated, but from the background of 

the social setting. From this point forward, I will deliberately foreground those 

events and their tellings as primary concerns, and attend to them as significant 

communicative artifacts that signal particular borderlands circumstances, modes 

of living there, and people’s possible responses.    

 By the time the woman whose story I related above had entered the field 

in 2013, the warning signs that such encounters could occur had become part of 

daily life. This entails the development of a particular form of sophistication 

around life in the region, and it makes the attempted application of descriptive 

terms for the region, such as “dangerous,” almost meaningless. However, danger 

also comes with the territory. A rancher, a National Park Service employee, a 

Border Patrol agent, and a young man who attempted to scale the border wall 
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and return to Mexico have all been killed over the past few years, as have many 

other named and nameless victims. These kinds of events occur with regularity, 

and there is a great deal of work left to do to discover what that recurrence 

means for residents, and for their ability to continue to have a hand in making 

lives where such events occur, and can be expected to occur repeatedly.  

 Over an unusually long period of field time I have effectively steeped in a 

place alongside its inhabitants and become one of them, myself surrounded by 

objects and unknowns and persistent questions in ways that have enabled both 

certain and uncertain things to enter my experience. They are important for 

many reasons that I hope have become apparent so far in this narrative. First, 

they inflict the shock of the new on those who experience them first–hand. This is 

not unusual, for human lives are replete with such events and experiences. What 

is important for understanding first–time effects on people in the borderlands is 

that they recur regularly. In other words, the shock of the new is both old, 

normalized, and expected even as it is fresh, jolting, and surprising every time a 

new event occurs. The most common effects, beyond a strange kind of 

normalization that takes hold within people’s expectations and concerns, are 

persistent mental and physical strain, and often exhaustion. 

 At the same time, the first–time nature of the events marks physical and 

emotional sites that residents occupy immediately in the middle of something 

and somewhere that threatens personal safety and security, but also resists 

comprehension of exactly what is underway in the region, from moment to day, 

to month, to decade (Massumi 2002, 2013). Those physical and conceptual 
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locations are where I began on my ride–along with the game warden, when a 

pair of white shoes emerged before us. At the intersection of a strange object, my 

previous intentions for the day, and what I carried to the interaction, I was 

shocked into the realization that I inhabited, even for a moment, a place in the 

middle of something else that did not come with a ready container or convenient 

way to encapsulate or write it off. It was instead, and for these reasons and more, 

a place to go to work (Klee 1948).  

 As I was to learn slowly over several years, these are the precise locations 

inhabited quite briefly by my research participants, who then maintain that 

middle ground through the anecdotes and stories they relate to one another 

about the event, and then connect these together to form an interpretive grid for 

comprehension. We have seen how these sites are difficult places to inhabit and 

challenging places from which to write, but they also hold great promise and 

potentials for understanding lived conditions. Often the object–events and stories 

about them expose a key concern for residents, that of reconciling the differences 

between a recent past of 10–15 years ago, and a present that they struggle to 

comprehend, including those who know the land intimately as professionals and 

sportsmen. A veteran Arizona Game and Fish employee who gave up hunting in 

the region because of his perception of new dangers once explained to me, “This 

isn’t your father’s Southwest.” He was not happy about the change, because he 

felt unable to share with his son what he had experienced in this place as a 

young man. The chain of continuity that comes through shared experience had 

been broken, and he was left with little more than memories of what had been, 
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and stories of the most recent regional events that eventually drove him away. In 

the rest of my narrative, I will show how stories of the most recent events and 

changes, as shocking and unpredictable and relentless as they are, do in fact 

provide the raw material for residents to build a tenuous but equally persistent 

cultural memory, now under construction daily in the region. This approach gets 

at Cormac McCarthy’s (2005) suggestion that the borderlands region is “no 

country for old men” any longer, and his attention to precedent through his 

historical novel Blood Meridian (1985), that it never has been. If this is the case, to 

any degree, it is fair and even necessary in this historic moment to ask what kind 

of country it is now, for whom, and what residents and others must do in order 

to inhabit it effectively.  

 
Figure 7. A dialogue emerges through a town message board. 
 
 A closer look at one of the most prevalent objects that has emerged into 

the region today, one that I “found” regularly in the field and in interviews and 

conversation, is the firearm. Of course the firearm has been prevalent among 



  
   
  82 
 

most if not all who have attempted to inhabit the borderlands region for many 

decades. But in response to the emerging conditions we have been examining 

thus far, many residents find themselves challenged with new questions about 

personal safety, perceptions of risk, and what they would be willing to do to 

mitigate that risk. And so examination of this potent tool includes many of the 

themes that resonate through the other found–objects under study here. No other 

object received as thorough attention from research participants, and it is not 

difficult to understand why. While I have no accurate quantitative data on the 

number of times firearms entered conversation and debate, it is clear from field 

notes and from the most recent conversations that self–protection in the region, 

and the safety that a firearm is assumed to afford, dominate people’s concerns. 

But such assumptions are fraught with complications that attend other objects 

encountered on the social and physical landscapes of the borderlands. They all 

force people to ask difficult questions of themselves and their colleagues who 

live and work in the region, about what means are now necessary to continue a 

reasonable mode of inhabiting place.  

 A firearm is a tool that seems to have helped some residents make the 

transition, like a kind of bridge, and the concept makes some sense when we 

consider that tools function as physical extensions of the human body (White 

1995a:173). They enable human intention, planning, and action to effect change 

in the world in ways that the un–tooled body cannot. The same can be said of 

picks, shovels, jackets, needles, and fighter jets. The proximate world changes 

when a human being picks up such an object and puts it to use, but in the case of 
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firearms in the borderlands region (and demonstrably in American culture 

today) those changes, or at least questions about their significances and possible 

consequences, enter the fields of wonder and possibility long before a firearm 

erupts into daily life.  

 Conversation about firearms often centers on whether or not one does or 

should carry one, and what the possible consequences might be. For some the 

decision is easy, while for others the internal debate shows no sign of ending. For 

many, such questions have never emerged in their working lives, and so 

employees of agencies, non–profits and other groups face serious existential 

questions about what it might mean to extend oneself further into the world 

through the presence of such a tool, often for the first time in their lives. In short, 

and in keeping with the many other found–objects under consideration here, 

firearms’ emergence into the fields of possibility forces a confrontation with 

oneself as much as with immediate circumstance, including whether or not one 

would actually use it (could I actually retrieve it, and would I pull the trigger?); 

under what circumstances (to protect a life, prevent a rape, or guard a truck?); 

and what the consequences might be (having a firearm taken away by a 

combatant, or living with the fallout of using the tool on another human being?). 

Such questions are never explored lightly, but rarely are they answered to the 

satisfaction of those new to the firearm world.  

 In some cases, such as for the former Pinkerton surveillance tower guards 

stationed within a few miles of the border, a firearm and a concealed weapons 

permit are requirements for employment. In this case the body, personal safety, 
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and work entangle in ways we might expect only for Border Patrol and similar 

government agents. In other cases, agency mandates forbid employees to carry 

firearms into the field (but the employees usually just smile and grow silent 

when the subject arises). I am regularly asked the question of whether or not I 

carry a firearm in my work, and the conversation always leads to the questions 

listed above. One rancher with whom I have been in the field many times 

emerged from his truck with a pistol on his hip only once, and without comment, 

when we were in an extremely remote canyon that he knew to be a high–traffic 

area for smuggling. And in one of the most confounding yet representative 

examples of the implication of objects in life and work in the region, a rancher 

noted that he is asked regularly by concerned family members why he does not 

carry a firearm, in spite of his regular (and uneventful) encounters with migrants 

and smugglers. His reply is not that he is concerned about shooting himself or 

others, but that the object might impede the movement of his arm as he works. 

Instead of creating a sense of safety or facilitating work, for this resident a 

firearm would simply get in his way. 
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INTERSTICE II: “HAY OTRAS QUE QUEDARON ATRÁS?” 
[“ARE THERE OTHERS LEFT BEHIND?”] 

 
A first–time question when travelers are found ~ Groups often 

succeed ~ Individuals often fail ~ Stories of the lost are common ~ 
People receive aid at a politically charged intersection ~ Work continues 

 
 Several humanitarian aid organizations are active in the borderlands. 

They provide water, directions, first aid, and coordination with other agencies 

for the removal of seriously injured travelers, and for the bodies of those who 

failed on their journeys. When an individual or group is found wandering the 

area, the aid organization’s first question speaks directly to the intersections of 

physical and social conditions in the region: “Hay otras que quedaron atrás?”  

[Are there others left behind?] Leaving and being left are common. Not everyone 

can keep up, and people get lost. Volunteers attempt to gather landmarks and 

other information from those found on migrant trails, and immediately send a 

contingent back south to continue the search. Groups of people tend to be found 

in relatively healthy condition. Individuals often perish. In most cases, they have 

been left because of medical conditions that slow their progress, or because they 

became separated in the dark, the best time to travel undetected. Those who 

receive aid exhibit signs of extreme stress at the thought of companions 

abandoned, perhaps never to be seen again. They receive aid and advice, and 

speak of those left behind during treatment. They acquiesce to capture by Border 

Patrol or continue on their way unhindered, as they wish. Volunteers clean up 

the treatment sites and re–tool for the inevitability of other meetings, and more 

chances to ask if anyone has been left behind, or forgotten. 
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CHAPTER III: POETICS AND PATTERN RECOGNITION 
 

I can’t help but dream about a kind of criticism that would try not 
to judge but to bring an oeuvre, a book, a sentence, an idea to life; it 
would fight fires, watch grass grow, listen to the wind, and catch 
the sea foam in the breeze and scatter it. It would multiply not 
judgments but signs of existence; it would summon them, drag 
them from their sleep. I’d like a criticism of scintillating leaps of the 
imagination. It would not be sovereign or dressed in red. It would 
bear the lightning of possible storms. 

      Michel Foucault [1994[1978]:176] 
 
 The lightning of a potential dissertation–oriented storm had shown on me 

through a pair of white shoes in early 2007, but I ignored it. I allowed that light 

to fade into the background of experience in favor of other exciting possibilities 

that I continue to pursue in the field through ecological restoration. But one’s 

work in the region today cannot be accomplished daily in ignorance of its greater 

setting within the multiple contexts of the contemporary borderlands. My 

methods of attending to these contexts included regular re–visitations to material 

I had read in the past, and to reviews of what I had once known and forgotten, 

like reefs submerged beneath well–worn routes of travel, marked on some maps 

but absent from others.  

 In order to situate the objects of concern here more deliberately in this 

narrative, I will take up Michel Foucault’s epigraphic challenge to gather, exhibit, 

and then go to work more deliberately here on selected “signs of existence.” I do 

not intend to employ a Foucauldian style of analysis. The epigraph above is an 

artifact that highlights the importance of methods and methodologies, things that 

I believe are important to the modern borderlands, which as I have begun to 

indicate continues to take shape through multiple interests and efforts, many of 
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which are only partially known, and none of which are fully known to any 

individual or group at any given moment.  

 Events and objects and stories told about them “speak for themselves” in 

powerful ways, but the syntax, grammar and lexicon remain incomplete and 

under construction. Depending on their details and forms, they can carry a 

deliberate and certain force by bearing the weight of experience and accurately 

capturing the tenor of daily life. During my research, I regularly noted how often 

anecdote sharing events elicited from listeners calm nods, smiles, and slow 

shakes of the head that signaled understanding, mixed with only slight disbelief, 

at conceptual and physical locations where perhaps disbelief is sometimes best 

suspended in the name of safety and getting through the day. However, tellers 

and listeners consistently expressed persistent internal concerns and questions 

about the intersections of past and present events, the “war stories” about those 

events, and the possible futures of their personal and environmental conduct—

even when, as one participant tersely and resignedly explained about the stories, 

“We’ve all got ‘em.” However, the events of shock and encounter and the stories 

that enable their sharing persist for borderlands residents north of the line, and 

the tellings follow the same patterns. They erupt and intrude on other 

conversations and daily life just as they do in the desert grasslands fields where 

the subjects and objects of those stories emerge. My regular formal interview and 

casual or work–related returns to participants eventually enabled me to settle on 

a cluster of questions that participants feel capture what they would like to know 

about themselves, their experiences, and the landscape on which many new and 
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old materials and interests collide today:  How do we who live and work here 

make sense of what we have just seen and felt? How do we effectively gather, 

sort, and arrange things so that they cohere for us, so that they accurately capture 

lived experience? Such questions concern ethnographers as well, but the 

ethnographic attempt to make sense and gain coherence emerges from the 

methods that frame what is possible through the definition of multiple 

intersecting variables (Das 2006; Nordstrom and Robben 1995; Peluso and Watts 

2001). That framing act, in all its variability, applies as equally to ethnographic 

interactions that last only seconds, as to those we count in months or years.  

 My re–visitations with colleagues, research participants and other 

partners contributed greatly to my own border region sophistication and became 

its own form of collection, and another layer to curate through notes and 

photographs. Those layers eventually became lists of objects and the events of 

their finding that had been physically buried beneath and hidden within 

ecological restoration notes. Slowly they became a different kind of inanimate 

research participant of their own. They persistently, and in a strange language of 

their own suggested further links to quotation, anecdote, and story, just as my 

human research participants did. Eventually I felt that to follow their leads and 

the light of those storms, wherever that might end or begin, would be a creative 

challenge that would both inspire and carry me through the completion of this 

narrative, and possibly to uncertain future pursuits of a similar kind. Meanwhile, 

it would provide a means of inhabiting a middle ground, and of making some 

kind of sense there, whether at the edges of reason and sense, or not. 
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From Background to Foreground 

 My multi–sited, multi–participant approach combined in rich and 

unexpected ways with the work of ecological restoration that I conducted, for it 

enabled me to take full advantage of both observer and participant roles. I had 

become one of my own research participants in a sense, and this position proved 

exhausting but rich in potentials for how it could open opportunities for more 

than ecological concerns to enter the fields of possibility for making sense of 

people’s experiences, and for writing about them. Again, because of the trust I 

built from the start of my fieldwork with participants, I was privy to some of 

their deepest concerns, and I soon began to share them first–hand, such as what 

to do with a pair of white shoes on the side of a road. Of course, nothing of the 

kind had to be done. But each time I reminded my participants of my student–

researcher goal to write about something as vague as “daily life in the 

borderlands,” I do not believe I ever heard another response than, “You should 

do that.” More often than not, this declaration would be followed by yet another 

anecdote, another shocking object or event encountered where it was not 

anticipated. Clearly the events that my research participants and I experienced 

simmered just below the surface of their descriptions of work and life in the 

region. Even the physical locations of some of my data became telling signs of 

persistent concerns that, as I eventually began to notice, thoroughly informed my 

field notes and the margins of books. Collaboration and restoration dominated 

the fieldwork, and it had to if I were to make a living in the region, but other 
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interests pressed into those work spaces from the edges of my ecologically–

focused reason: 

 
Figure 8: Field notebook with “2 migrants” in upper right corner.  
 
Years after I took those notes, I struggled with my self–imposed mandate to 

write about collaborative conservation at the exclusion of other possibilities, 

while the “other forms of data” that my natural resources colleague described 

above were marginalized. I finally approached my committee Chair with my 
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concerns about how to sort out a complex situation without leaving any of the 

myriad interests in the region unaccounted for. We discussed the border 

pressures that constantly intrude on people in the region as they attempt to make 

their livings and raise families. I became one of those people when I moved to 

Arivaca in summer 2008, and that field site proved almost too rich in 

ethnographic potential. My Chair suggested that he would be open to some form 

of yet to be defined creative dissertation, an idea that inspired and intimidated 

me at once. During the same conversation, which included observations about 

the ubiquity of Border Patrol vehicles, encounters with migrant–travelers, 

multiple Patrol check points, and being followed by a helicopter as I drove along 

a highway at 60mph, he replied that “It sounds like you went into the field and a 

civil war broke out!,” a comment that speaks to the region’s complexity and 

multiple unknowns more than to its dangers. The thing to do at that point was to 

initiate a process for sorting and talking about this complexity in meaningful 

ways. 

Studying and Inhabiting Geographies 

 Much of what I have described above—the unusual and surprising objects 

found, and the experiences of finding the objects and other signs of movement on 

the landscape—come into stronger relief for residents, and for readers and 

listeners, if we try to distinguish differences between studying a place and 

inhabiting it. Early in my fieldwork I reasoned that my primary task was to 

study the region as an ethnographer, and so elicit aspects of its physical 

geography, history, and daily life practices of the residents who lived and 
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worked there. Once I realized that I had little interest in departing the field and 

began to receive acceptance by research participants and other residents as “just 

another resident,” and primarily one who also happened to be writing about our 

shared experiences, I attempted to play both roles at once. As I noted, the co–

occurrence and even in some sense the reversal of studying and daily life 

priorities proved significant for my participants who considered my work more 

carefully and deliberately over time, especially when they learned that I was not 

interested in extracting data from their lives or operations and then disappearing 

back to the academy never to be heard from again (an accusation that arose on 

several occasions, then was later referenced as not having unfolded along those 

predictable lines by the accusers. This is a fine opportunity to have a beer 

purchased for oneself in order to mark the new nature of the relationship you’ve 

each just begun). Such residents were as keen to separate ranchers who inhabit 

daily a ranch house in the middle of vast uninhabited expanses, and those who 

manage ranches from offices in nearby cities, or who work all day in the 

borderlands field and return to homes in cities at the end of their shift. For 

residents of the region, borderlands shifts do not begin and end.  

 Land and game management agency personnel exhibit a strong 

understanding of the differences between a studied approach to the region and 

what it is to inhabit a place as part of one’s life. At times there are attempts to 

mitigate this difference, and at the same time to describe exactly what it is to 

work in such a place. It would be too easy to claim that words fail in such 

instances, but they certainly struggle through their speakers. But if we remain 
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careful and vigilant toward lived circumstances and to people’s responses to 

them over time, we can arrive at a more full sense of the meaning behind the 

game warden’s following exclamation, a couple hours after we found the white 

shoes. On that day, I had been interviewing him on his daily life experiences as a 

warden, expecting accounts of game violations and stories of the mounds of 

paperwork that awaited any such employee back in the office at the end of a day, 

and particularly when something unusual had happened. I struggled to make 

sense of his plain and straightforward exclamation, but this is not a problem for 

me anymore as an inhabitant who now carries his own stories. When I finally 

attempted to pick up the pieces of our encounter with the white shoes and direct 

conversation to his daily life, which apparently now included such things, he 

practically yelled aloud, “I’m out here!” He did not have much to say after my 

acknowledgment of his words, and we finished the day as many do, and 

sometimes do for days on end, without another remarkable incident of any kind.  

 In retrospect, that incident and claim, coupled to the white shoes, further 

clarified for me the importance not only of choosing what and how to collect 

field samples, but how to represent them discursively. One of the primary 

methodological concerns that arose as I began to organize data centered on the 

degrees to which such experiences and their effects on body and mind should be 

emphasized, especially those experienced by the ethnographer. They may 

dominate ethnographic writing and end only in the kind of hype and rumor–

mongering that inflates events in the region far out of proportion, or they may 

lead to excessive ethnographic self–absorption. But on closer review, and as I 
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amassed my own war stories of life in the borderlands region, I began to see that 

my participant’s exclamation, “I’m out here!,” indexed important convergent 

themes for the region and for daily life there. It also helped me sort and choose 

what I believed should receive attention in a narrative such as this, from among 

the myriad kinds of people, places, objects, and experiences I encountered. In his 

claim the warden emphasizes that he is constantly out on the landscape. This is to 

say that during work periods in the region he is not in or inside, and therefore 

not covered or otherwise protected from whatever is “out” there, and what 

awaits yet another inevitable meeting with him at one of the aforementioned 

intersections of people and things. This experience and exclamation signal the 

implication of the human body in work activities in new and remarkable ways. 

As noted earlier, considering the kind of work he did it was no surprise that the 

game warden wore a bullet–proof vest and carried a small arsenal as part of his 

daily routine. I have no reason to believe that the white shoes signaled any kind 

of physical threat to our safety, but every reason to believe they signaled 

something else unique to those who live through and within such experiences 

regularly, and who grapple with ways to respond, both to themselves and to 

others. These kinds of experiences are common, so much so that they have 

become normalized for those in the physical fields of the borderlands—until 

someone such as an ethnographer begins to ask about those experiences and 

their effects.  
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 I believe that the shoes and the finding experience and the countless other 

such experiences leave traces that can be picked up in stories. They can then be 

organized by ethnographers and others in such a way that the ongoing processes 

of normalization and acceptance of border region conditions are interrupted, if 

only temporarily. I believe that this interruption, whether it occurs in brief 

conversation, or in meetings or focus groups with multiple people and their 

stories, explains why research participants regularly responded to my ideas of 

collecting and curating events and stories with, “You should do that.” In 

retrospect and after extensive field note review, the interview and casual talk 

events evidenced a marked, regular shift by speakers from a focus on an 

individual’s personal situation within agency mandates and challenges, to taking 

advantage of the opportunity to express aloud, and thereby attempt to grasp 

what was happening to them and around them all the time. Both dimensions of 

participants’ experience, personal and professional, were allowed to emerge in 

these sessions, but they were intimately fused to one another in ways that people 

were clearly unprepared to handle. It remains likely that these information 

sharing sessions are one of few if not the only such events wherein people could 

unburden themselves to some degree as they attempted to collect, sort, curate 

and display their experiences, and how their bodies and lives and those of their 

families intersected under trying conditions.  

 The interruption of normalization processes through interview and 

conversation is precisely what allowed personal experiences to emerge into the 

foreground of our conversations, but question marks remained the dominant 
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punctuation. One high–level agency official with decades of borderlands 

experience seemed delighted to describe regional work conditions from decades 

ago, when “The Gate” along the current border that divides ancestral Tohono 

O’odham lands between what are now known as the United States and Mexico 

was a simple barbed–wire contraption that was often left open. During our 

conversation, fond reminiscences of working relationships with ranchers, tribal 

members, agencies and others were replaced by new forms and objects on the 

borderlands landscape—one, a human body that she and her co–workers found 

in a bullet riddled car in the desert. Another was a cluster of water bottles and 

guns that had not yet become ubiquitous landscape features at the time she 

found them in the late 1990s. She noted this period, again in the 10–15 year ago 

range referenced by other participants, as the time when she became aware that 

such objects and events were becoming the norm, rather than anomalies. She said 

that her first, shocking bottles and guns discovery made her also ask for the first 

time, “What the fuck am I doing out here?!” At that point the landscape and her 

relationship to it changed irrevocably. After a few more stories, she ended the 

interview with the observation that “A lot of this stuff doesn’t make the papers, 

you know.” 

 My research participant’s question about her physical and conceptual 

locations amidst unknowns is common among residents in the region, but it is 

also a good one for ethnography, especially as it bears on the degree to which the 

author’s personal experiences should enter the narrative. It is a question I asked 

myself many times from my cabin in Arivaca, and on many occasions while in 
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the field of the physical desert grasslands; again, not with a sense of fear for 

personal safety (although that remained a strong undercurrent for me and for all 

participants, but went largely unacknowledged), but with a sense that I had 

willingly dropped into the middle of a landscape and situation that now existed 

through the operations of forces and interests that researchers and inhabitants 

have only begun to sort and comprehend.  

Working Amidst Multiple Unknowns: A Place for Reflexivity  

 Although I have shared some personal information and stories in an 

attempt to orient my research and to lay claim to the analytic strength of a hybrid 

inhabitant–researcher position, it will be useful at this point to explore briefly the 

potentials and pitfalls of excessive self–reflexivity. Large amounts of “I was (am) 

there” posturing can force participants’ contributions into the research 

background and preclude explorations of difference within the community 

under study. It also can bore those who read the research results. However, 

amidst persistent field–based questions about what is known or can be known 

about that field, and how research participants experience it, the researcher with 

a willingness to contribute relevant data that confirms what is offered by 

participants may end with a relatively strong set of research results. While such 

personal contributions should perhaps be offered guardedly and with caution, 

the self–consciousness that comes with offering such data and asking such 

questions need not result in self–absorption (Clifford and Marcus 1986:7). 

Instead, it is possible to imagine and activate research so that, instead of carefully 

orchestrating questions and answers and constructing hypotheses for testing in 
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the field, the ethnographer might under some circumstances refrain from calling 

the tune of the research entirely, and instead attempt to “play along” (Fabian 

1990:19). The emphasis then is on action within emergent fields of activity, where 

the best hope for comprehension—some form of my answer to my core research 

question of, What is it like to live and work here day in, day out?—is to attend to 

possible meanings as they emerge in practice. As research anthropologist Kirsten 

Hastrup puts these conditions, “In ethnography as in culture there is no external 

standpoint of knowing. Knowledge is inherently reflexive” (1995:82). There is 

room then for reflexivity and representation to coexist and even support one 

another. In fact, this mode may be one of the most important to my experience 

and to my attempts to make sense of it, as it occurred on the fly and among 

multiple variables and couplings of strange objects and out of place experiences. 

Consider this description of such an ethnographic position: 

Reflexivity in ethnography can be brief, small, a particle in flight or 
a fleeting particular, a crepuscular detail; hyphen-like: holding 
together and holding apart, maintaining continuity and creating a 
breach, uniting and separating, estranging and binding, and most 
importantly, dividing but also compounding. 

          E. Valentine Daniel [1985:247] 
 
Although the conditions may not sit well with scientists and others who hope to 

control experience through experiment by delimiting and defining variables, 

ignorance of course comes with the territory. This will be the case for some 

research conditions more than others, but it is easy to imagine this to be the case 

under the conditions described and expressed herein by my research 

participants, and by myself. I remain as in the dark as my participants and 

colleagues on many regional issues, yet we all still try to go about our collective 
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and individual business in spite of the unknowns. This is an intriguing yet 

disturbing place from which to work and write. I will never interview a drug 

cartel entrepreneur, or a drug or human smuggler. Although I have a great deal 

of experience with migrants and smugglers, this came through my work as a 

restoration practitioner rather than as an ethnographer, at least in the moments 

of our interactions.  

 The core feature of those marginalized but persistent encounters with the 

strange and unfamiliar within the everyday, were what I eventually termed 

“first–time” encounters, as noted in Chapter I. It is important also to note that 

what was so striking about found–objects, and people’s first–time encounters 

with them, were the ways in which they elicited a shock of the new on every 

encounter, in spite of the fact that the events were in many ways expected and 

often repeated. What my research participants and I had been grappling with in 

the region, in the effort to make sense of it and of our lives there, was that “first–

times” seemed to be infinitely recurrent as first–time events. That is, the events 

had not become relegated to the category of the everyday or mundane domains 

of lived experience. Their ubiquity created lived conditions that negated 

predictability and denied people rest and peace in many cases, including their 

ability to count on much of anything except the unexpected. The inability to 

count on conditions and to control variables, and therefore to guide many kinds 

of experiments that I noted above, makes experimentation particularly difficult 

for natural and social scientists. Even more so perhaps, these conditions are 

particularly vexing for people like cattle ranchers, who already face marginal 
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incomes and unpredictable climatic and range conditions on which their 

livelihoods and families depend. In one incident, a landowner and I approached 

an ecological monitoring site and came upon three shoeless, beaten down, drug–

laden horses. The long–time rancher’s only quiet and resigned comment was, 

“I’m just not surprised at anything I see out here anymore.” We called Border 

Patrol, described the horses and their location, and went about our business 

monitoring range vegetation that day without another incident. 

 
Figure 9. An abandoned horse three miles north of the border. 
 
 Those with whom I work have much to attend to in their daily lives. 

Cattle ranching, endangered species monitoring and protection, land 

management mandates, wildfire threats, and other concerns dominate people’s 

days, nights, and entire weeks, long before considerations of border realities 

force their ways into people’s lives. But they intrude nonetheless. My aim is to 

attend closely to those intrusions by working on and within the short term rather 

than the long, and on the micro–events and their dynamics and effects on 
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people’s daily lives. This ranges from a few minutes during the event of object 

finding, to an hour–long discussion of the event and others like it, to the weeks 

and months and years during which the most significant events and objects recur 

in conversation, while new ones accrue. I attend to such detail and to such 

pointed events because, as I have indicated, they subtly and relentlessly inform 

people’s lives no matter what else they prefer to speak about or do. What 

remained for my research was to position it to attend to these newly forming 

margins as they insisted on their own foregrounding, as evidenced in the 

ubiquity of war stories and the shocking events that showed no signs of 

relenting.   

 What interests me here are the ways in which this precise situation 

exposes methodological problems for an ethnographer, if he or she is to follow 

the common ethnographic process of tending to data until it becomes repetitive 

or predictably patterned. My constructed units of analysis resist in some ways 

the reliability of a controlled variable in a laboratory experiment. They are built 

not solely out of the people, or the objects they find, but are inclusive of them at 

their intersection in a field, or better a series of fields that are also emergent and 

under construction. I believe this dynamic becomes especially apparent when an 

ecology–focused graduate student, for example, carries a history and set of goals 

into what he thought was “the field,” only to discover a pair of white shoes, such 

that the entire assemblage becomes an “out of place” that in many ways, as one 

of my participants put it, “is just plain wrong.” But wrong how? And what do 

we do with such injustice, if that is the correct term for such conditions?  
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 What I have found and continue to work on through such questions are 

not just residents, nor objects, but object–finder–events that erupt as first–time 

encounters that recur infinitely and both create and then populate a field of 

possibilities, where grace and threat and beauty and danger co–mingle and 

persist, and where both residents and researchers are constantly reminded that 

we are not finished with border–related problems and issues, any more than we 

are with economic integration or place–making work. The patterns are there, but 

the details change constantly. This is why my chosen units of analysis are 

appropriate to the field in question. They are definitive and descriptive and 

accurate to my, and to my informants’ experiences, but flexible enough to 

accommodate instability and unknowns inherent to this particular suite of 

interpenetrating fields. What can happen in long–term, detailed data collection 

and attendance to it—curation as I label it below—is the establishment of a 

position that embraces the oral and artifactual traces left us by the past that 

continue to emerge into presents, but with all of their epistemological 

complications intact (Price 2002[1983]:xii).  

The Power of Poetics 

 The collected materials of objects, finders, and finding events then couple 

to the methods of attending to those assemblages to produce a theoretical 

framework that contributes to our comprehension of a highly dynamic socio–

ecological situation. We have dropped into the middle of something, physically 

and discursively now, and so for the sake of accuracy and relevance alone we 

would do well to take care in how we write and read our way, not out of, but 
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among and even through the ruins and many animate and inanimate parts. More 

specifics are necessary. What I have begun to build at this point is an 

ethnographic poetics that makes the familiar strange once again, and 

simultaneously makes the strange familiar, just as particular found–objects do for 

my informants and for me where we live and work. The term “poetics” in the 

title of this narrative is an important term in the trajectory of its own 

development as an artifact, because it positions the analysis to build a 

deliberately reflexive and flexible, multi–disciplinary framework for 

understanding the dynamics of lives lived amidst extreme unpredictability in the 

borderlands. Although the term is primarily found in literary studies, it made its 

way into anthropology and ethnography in the 1980s with “the literary turn,” 

which was marked by increased attention to issues of representation and 

discursive form. The period saw volumes such as Writing Culture: The Poetics and 

Politics of Ethnography (Clifford and Marcus 1986), and the work of authors like 

Clifford Geertz (1988), who suggested that authorial choices could matter as 

much as the experiences of research participants.  

 Poetics is commonly defined in literary criticism as analysis that attends to 

the forms, laws and nature of poetry, although the term applies to any written 

form. Defined in broader terms, poetics indexes an essence or a set of 

characteristics or qualities inherent to an author, style, or genre (Oxford English 

Dictionary online). Every author can be said to have a unique poetics, and it 

would be difficult to imagine an ethnography constructed without deliberate and 

careful attention to our inherited and potentially creative forms and laws for 
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narrative structure, particularly in an object known as a dissertation. However, I 

will extend the definition further afield in order to put it to work on the ground, 

through people, and at potentially significant moments. From here, we gain an 

expansive vantage point from which to examine what might result from that 

work in place and through people. Given the data amassed for my work, there is 

an identifiable, still–under–construction poetics to lived experience in this 

particular borderlands place and time, and it emerges in first–time experiences in 

the fields of the desert grasslands. A particular poetics of writing about those 

chance encounters can capture and hold important but often elided features of 

the assemblage for others to witness and recognize.  

  Attention to ethnographic poetics also foregrounds the treatment of the 

events themselves as characteristic of the essence of life in the borderlands. Work 

on and through poetics highlights the making process. In my research this 

includes unknown variables and people’s ways of mitigating them under 

conditions of extreme duress. The emphasis allows me theoretically to approach 

a situation that is well underway from the middle, without seeking first causes or 

necessarily a single coherent series, much the way a resident or worker 

approaches any given day in the region. These are the conditions and moments 

when one can be relatively certain of finding something unusual, and often 

something that had not existed even moments before. It happened each morning 

that I left my Arivaca house at daybreak to find migrants or new backpacks 

along the roadside, and when I found fresh footprints perpendicular to my own 
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tire or foot tracks as I exited a remote canyon. Something had gone behind, and it 

was for me to pivot and attend to it, if I chose to. 

 When I lived in Arivaca, my cabin was a few miles outside of town, far 

down a dirt road and overlooking a small creek that empties into the Altar 

Valley. That geographic situation positioned me beyond the outskirts of an 

already remote town, the only such place (aside from communities situated 

precisely on the border) that I would call a frontier town. Patagonia, Arizona 

where I live today, is not such a town, for example. Only upon moving away 

from Arivaca in 2012 did I realize what level of intensity I had existed within, 

especially as one who deliberately focused attention on the arts and acts of living 

in such an environment. In Patagonia, no one comes to my door in the middle of 

the night. I live near a post office, and Patagonia is primarily a tourist town. Yet 

the situation is not so simple, as Patagonia and its residents have their own 

stories of clandestine activities, some of which were related in previous chapters 

above. While my current neighbors and I have few tales of direct contact with the 

multiple unknowns and situations that presented themselves regularly in 

Arivaca, my neighbors all seem to have events to relate from just outside of 

town. Among many others, this includes my own experience on a small farm 

restoration project that I began. Work had to be suspended when we learned that 

the site had been selected by enterprising smugglers who suddenly decided that 

the location was important for their operations. We shifted our work to another 

site without much discussion, because such events had become normalized for 
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all of us. But the original site continues to enter conversation regarding if, or 

when, it might be safe to return and take up our particular version of work again. 

 
Figure 10. Warning signs. 
 
 Among other things, what these kinds of warning signs designate is an 

area rich in ethnographic potential. They mark a field that has yet to be known 

with much degree of certainty, but which is occupied, used, and produced and 

reproduced daily nonetheless, often with much different activities at night than 

during the day. And they mark a presence that does not wane. The reminders 

come often, and from unexpected times and locations, such as during what I 

consider a version of “monitoring work” accomplished in a local bar, by owners 

and patrons alike who are suspicious of people they have not met who come in 

late at night and order a soft drink while nervously watching the door, as an 

unknown vehicle prowls the side streets. I was skeptical at first but now 

understand that these events concern drugs and those who move them, and not 

general suspicions of strangers. 
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 An ethnographer could easily amass enough for a dissertation or a book in 

about two months under such conditions. I admit to some reticence to pile up 

such detail and stories, lest readers wave them off the same way my research 

participants, including myself, wave off their experiences in references to their 

own war stories (but intriguingly, only after the stories are completely told). 

What I would like to focus on instead are the effects that such events and 

conditions have on residents who work in the region, and who are not shy about 

identifying locations and naming places, if not the names of locals involved in 

the activities. At this point in my narrative it is sufficient to claim that my 

participants develop a site–specific sophistication by living in such a place; and 

while each person needs to find his or her own comfort levels, these represent 

patterned responses to surprise encounters with animate and inanimate objects 

on a landscape that did not hold them previously, at least not in their current 

forms. 

Information Politics 

 Another methodological concern centers on how to choose among 

available representative examples and data points so that they elicit conditions 

and answer research questions in responsible ways. Cherry–picking from among 

the most dramatic and wrenching experiences is easy work for ethnographers, 

and therefore worthy of scrutiny, but equitable and accurate proportions for 

representative anecdotes, events, and objects are difficult to determine in my 

chosen set of borderlands fields. A brief look into how the region often is 

handled politically further illuminates the complexities of information–sharing 
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dynamics, and how that handling can head off inquiries that could open onto 

new questions, and new discoveries. These complexities are as inherent to 

people’s war stories, and the sharing of them, as they are to sorting out exactly 

what conditions are “out there” in the region, and what an appropriate response 

might be for individuals and for the governing agencies that direct their work in 

the region.  

 In summer 2010, amidst a series of dramatic shooting events along the 

border that had media and locals calling for action (of some kind), Arizona 

Governor Jan Brewer announced that decapitated bodies had been found in the 

borderlands, and that this was a regular occurrence. In spite of being informed 

repeatedly of the claim’s falsity, Brewer maintained its truth during each 

subsequent inquiry at public events. In fact, multiple Arizona politicians have 

perpetrated false claims of border statistics, all focused so intently on violent 

behaviors and outcomes that they should give us pause. Each of the following 

claims has been made and then proven untrue, and not even indicative of trends 

in the borderlands: border violence, in whatever mysterious and undefined form 

referenced in the claim, is “on the rise”; Phoenix is on the verge of becoming the 

world capital for kidnapping; illegal immigrants are responsible for most police 

killings; and the majority of those crossing the U.S.–Mexico border are drug 

mules (Milbank 2010).  

 These kinds of perceptions and claims, including actual shootings in 

Nogales and the occasional body of an apparent smuggler found northwest of 

Tucson, contribute to regional perceptions of violence that local residents 
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sometimes agree with, and sometimes dispute. But voices for such disputes, and 

attempts at getting at truth, gain little purchase in the face of powerful and 

biased news media and politicians whose pronouncements are often taken at face 

value. Such pronouncements and photo opportunities amount to little more than 

performances that can trump realities on the ground. Perceptions of danger, risk, 

and threat outweigh facts, which can be incredibly difficult to gather, as we have 

seen. But research into how such perceptions and pronouncements take hold and 

become social facts uncovers inconsistencies and confusions at the highest levels 

of politics. In one instance related to Brewer’s work, the Arizona state House 

approved legislation to have the head of the state Department of Homeland 

Security monitor intelligence from multiple sources to determine the presence of 

“any type of warning about dangerous conditions in regard to illegal 

immigration activities” (Arizona Daily Star March 3, 2012, A1, A4). The proposal 

was designed to warn the public of impending danger in the borderlands—some 

62 miles north of the border, and along its entire 2,000–mile length. The spirit of 

the legislation was to aid border residents and prepare them, although as 

Representative Peggy Judd, R–Willcox admitted, “a lot of us don’t know exactly 

for what.” She continued by explaining that “This would give us one place to go 

to have accurate information that is well–vetted,” because “there are lots of 

rumors on the border.” However, Arizona state homeland security chief Gilbert 

Orrantia provided insight into information dynamics while inadvertently 

describing the atmosphere of the entire region: “I can’t declare an area ‘safe,’ nor 

can I necessarily, without very, very imminent information, specifically say that a 
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certain area is extremely dangerous”; and if his or another agency did warn a 

community, “that can affect commerce, that can affect trade to that community.”  

The latter claim is difficult to dispute, but it also speaks to the prioritization of 

economic interests, and carries vestiges of the destructive GATT/IRCA/NAFTA 

synergy explored in the previous chapter. The legislation also relieves any 

governing agency of liability for any consequences of issuing a warning, or of 

failing to do so. As Representative Ruben Gallego, D–Phoenix, cryptically 

summarized the confused but well–intentioned attempt, “There is such a thing as 

too much information” (Arizona Daily Star March 3, 2012, A1, A4). 

 Politicians are easy prey for such critiques. A major point here is that 

people felt compelled to respond, in some way, to a situation they can barely 

comprehend, even at the highest levels of surveillance and data management. 

The reality is that getting it right, and taking effective action, often depend upon 

exactly the kinds of data accumulated by my research participants and other 

residents, and assembled here—anecdote, story, and the minor details that 

contribute to the making of a day and of one’s place in that day, and in a 

landscape. Not only do predictive technologies fail; so do real–time, current 

condition diagnostics that attempt to connect Border Patrol with ongoing drug 

smuggling activities in the field, all of which is actually “less than a drop in the 

bucket” of the total amount of drugs that enter the U.S. regularly, according to 

one anonymous official (personal communication March 2010).  

 Other similar events may be described as performances as well, but this is 

because they only seem staged. They interpenetrate with acts of fiction so much 
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so that boundaries become almost hopelessly blurred. The U.S.–Mexico 

borderlands has become an ideal location for such acts, it seems, but sometimes 

the horror and the dangers are quite real. I referenced Cormac McCarthy’s novel 

No Country for Old Men (2005) above, and it reverberated through a decidedly 

non–fiction event that occurred just on the other side of the U.S.–Mexico border 

not long after its publication. The total sequence of events is uncanny, and hints 

at a prescience in McCarthy that is attributable to his solid regional research. 

While the novel provides numerous telling anecdotes about the ways in which 

drug smugglers and others interact and ply their trade, it was the movie 

adaptation in 2007 that put moving pictures to McCarthy’s literary images. In the 

fictional account, bloody and violent conflicts erupt into people’s lives sometimes 

through their choices to become involved, and sometimes not. But it was a drug 

cartel shoot–out and its aftermath of entirely bullet–ridden trucks and up to 29 

bodies that bridged fact and fiction in 2010. Rival cartels and up to 100 vehicles 

met in an ambush on a quiet stretch of desert road approximately 12 miles south 

of the border at Sasabe, near Tubutama, Sonora and just a few miles from much 

of my restoration work. In a strange reversal of fiction and fact, the pictures of 

the actual dead at Tubutama seemed almost staged in order to reproduce the 

horrific images portrayed in the movie. My question from Chapter I—What kind 

of country is this, and for whom?—extends to Mexico in one of the most bizarre 

incidents of shared resources and ways of producing space imaginable. In the 

novel and movie No Country for Old Men, the title and my question are for the 

character of the sheriff primarily, an aging man who confronts for the first time 
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in his life a series of events that erupt into his profession and being like nothing 

he has experienced in his life. They are enough to force him to back down from 

what he thought he knew and could confront. My question centered on the kind 

of country this has become is already answered in the title for the sheriff, but for 

others it remains. A newspaper article covering the non–fiction shootout event at 

Tubutama asks another question, one that contains much of the sense of wonder 

and the suite of unknowns that have taken hold on both sides of the border—

“Was Sonora Shootout a First Act?” (Marizco 2010). 

 The questions and issues are salient to life in the region today for obvious 

reasons. People consistently attempt to gather, sort, and put information to use 

for safety, work and other practical reasons. What my research participants 

attempt to define and apply in daily life is a logic of practices that exacerbate and 

disrupt their usual logics, through destabilization and creation that co–occur (de 

Certeau 1984). The situation and its disjunctive nature force people like the two 

natural resources participants that I noted above to make strong claims. On one 

hand they might seek recognition and understanding from others, like the game 

warden who cried, “I’m out here!,” trying to get a job done. But even with the 

next sentence or thought they might also exclaim, as another agency official did, 

“What the fuck am I doing out here?!” The former is a valid claim, and the latter a 

valid question about the possible consequences of that claim.  

 As these experiments unfold, we must remain vigilant in order to avoid 

getting so caught up that we lose critical distance, but we should also remain 

open and ready for intrusions and eruptions, and be ready to find and even work 
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with the black swans and other mysteries that surely will emerge no matter our 

managerial, enforcement, or research decisions. Another typical story describes 

the strangeness and the mystery of the unknowns encountered regularly by 

those who work in this shared ecosystem. A wildlife biologist with whom I 

worked conducted most of his activities in mountain canyons and often along 

crests where he could expect to find wildlife. One afternoon while he checked 

wildlife monitoring devices he met a group of marijuana haulers and their 

heavily–armed escorts. The biologist quickly broke into an explanation of his 

wildlife research focus, and the fact that he neither had nor desired to have 

anything to do with the men’s efforts in that place. The escort’s reply seemed 

confident and even professional, from the biologist’s account: “We know who 

you are.” The escort turned and continued north without further comment or 

incident, and the biologist continued his work. The event repeats itself in a kind 

of regularized rhythm. Like the war stories often dismissed by the storytellers 

themselves, responses to my questions of “What is it like to go about your work 

day in the field?” are usually met with another dismissive wave of the hand and 

claims such as, “Oh, they [smugglers] know who I am,” or, “I’m sure they see me 

all the time.” The number of portable radios and water, gun, and food caches 

found in the higher elevation areas of high smuggling seem to corroborate this. 

But again, it is through the micro–events that occur at the intersection of the 

human body and a changed landscape that seem to have the greatest effects on 

locals, and that change lived experience and behavior. As one environmental 

activist accustomed to work in remote areas of the borderlands put it, “When I 
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smell cigarette smoke in the field now I don’t wonder if there is a hunter or 

rancher around. I leave.”  

 These stories are important because they exemplify an emergent meeting 

ground of interests at newly forming intersections, where multiple unknown 

variables collide. Those kinds of collisions represent how and where the social 

and physical infrastructures of the borderlands region are being forged today. 

They will require creative thinking that does not pretend to contain or explain 

away the situation solely by blaming drug cartels, or by assuming that a higher 

border wall or a more intensive surveillance and warning system can provide 

relief, and they certainly do not benefit from hyperbole and misinformation that 

heads off further inquiry. And so people’s findings and tellings and other events 

now take on new valences of possibility that carry into the present features as old 

as those of the nineteenth century Apache wars that caused multiple ebbs and 

flows of habitation, in what is currently known as the U.S. southwest. That 

valence might serve not only as a means to fight falsehoods with facts, but 

possibly to fight or to couple anecdote with anecdote, and also with fact, 

geography, history, and other forms of data yet to be assembled and tested. 

Considered as an animate being for a moment, the borderlands assemblage 

suggests through its features that it might respond positively to an open–ended 

and multi–disciplinary approach to making sense of it, wherein anecdote, 

vernacular knowledge and experiences, and question marks all punctuate 

conversations, but still contribute to the establishment of epistemological 

grounding at the same time. 
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INTERSTICE III: A WOMAN WITH GRASS IN HER HAIR 
 

A man and a bartender sit in a cantina in silence ~ A woman enters 
the scene in an unusual way ~ Why is there grass in her hair? ~ 

Patrons assist her ~ Brief comments and questions are exchanged ~ 
She departs with other women ~ A different kind of silence ensues 

 
 In the least inhabited borderlands communities, individuals and small 

groups spend the majority of their time in the most mundane of pursuits—

watching traffic on the road from outside a market, conversing with a friend 

while the friend works, or drinking among the quiet voices of a few friends in a 

cantina. Sometimes these proceedings are interrupted. On a late summer night a 

man drinks with a bartender, while the television flits in silence behind him. It is 

dark and still. This seems to be a good place to allow one’s senses to rest for a 

time, perhaps to reflect on some things, and to forget others. Suddenly a side 

door that normally goes unused explodes open. A dark–clothed figure stumbles 

in, hits the ground hard, and exhales with a moan. The female entrant has grass 

in her hair, a great deal it appears. It is likely the ubiquitously invasive non–

native Lehmann’s lovegrass (Eragrostis lehmanniana), or so one of the men thinks 

on hindsight that now seems offensively absurd, but only because ecological 

restoration has been his primary focus for work in this place, where other things 

and ideas now intrude. He and others rush to her assistance, and in broken 

Spanish they quickly determine that she has been raped. It is difficult to 

determine where or when but this matters little right now, they decide. Two 

women appear on the scene out of nowhere it seems, as if conjured for this 

purpose. They carefully guide the visitor away. The others do not see her again, 

or hear of her fate. More drinks are ordered, and glances are exchanged, but not 
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words. Forgetting might bring solace for those who met on this night and under 

such conditions, but it is unlikely that there will be forgetting. 
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CHAPTER IV: COLLECTION AND CURATION 

 
Perhaps the most deeply hidden motive of the person who  
collects can be described this way: he takes up the struggle against 
dispersion. Right from the start, the great collector is struck by the 
confusion, by the scatter, in which the things of the world are 
found. 

              Walter Benjamin [2002[1982]:211] 
 
 The two primary questions that guide this chapter are, What do people do 

with the experiences collected in their daily lives?, and What might researchers 

do with the material ethnographically? The questions are relevant to all research, 

but I hope to have shown that current borderlands conditions situate people in 

the middle of an unwieldy set of variables and conditions with no clear pathway 

toward understanding. As a continuation of the themes and methods that I have 

employed to relay them from the previous chapter, consider a particularly dense 

and typical cluster of events, shared with me in one brief interview by a woman 

whose family has owned land in the region for generations: 

• Family members head into the field to check fences on their property. 
They are gone for about half a day during the excursion. On the drive 
home, along the same dirt road on which they had just traveled, they find 
a dead man leaning on the side of a large water tank in the shade, 
apparently the victim of exposure. The woman laughs nervously as she 
relays this event to me, as if she cannot find another way to comment on 
the shock, or another place to put it, or another thing to do with it, and so 
she quickly moves on to another event 

• After hearing what sounded like a gun battle in the middle of the night, 
two cowboys exploring the area the next day find a hidden cache of high–
powered rifles and ammunition near the top of a hill  

• On a routine check on cattle, cowboys find a “rape tree” displaying 
women’s undergarments from branches at the site of violation, less than a 
mile from the family home  

• The family dog returns from a typical outing one morning with a 
human foot in its mouth  
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These incidents all occurred approximately 30 miles north of the border. As 

noted, my participant’s response to her own quickly related series of events was 

often laughter—I suspect out of nervousness and an inability to make sense 

according to comfortable forms and means—and a quick comment that “We 

have kids around here!” During the interview we both allowed other events to 

spill forth in an exchange of inter–related experiences as we attempted to gather 

and mentally catalogue events that had recently emerged into our personal and 

professional lives, two domains of lived experience that had become inseparable 

for us both. I cannot overemphasize how common it was for my research 

participants to bring such new events and stories to our interactions on nearly 

every meeting, no matter the planned topic of the meetings. Eventually in my 

work I realized that it was impossible to have a conversation with almost anyone 

on any topic, without strange new stories intruding on our agenda. 

 While it is possible that our meeting occurred amidst a particularly active 

period of smuggling activity in this participant’s life, multiple interactions with 

her strongly indicate that the conditions were well on their way to becoming 

normalized as a part of borderlands life. As the woman explained after relaying 

the four events so closely upon one another that they seemed to spill from her 

consciousness for lack of anywhere else to go, “You don’t know it’s there until it 

bursts through the surface.” When paired with this observation, the note about 

the existence of kids in this environment is poignant but also instructive of how 

finding–event normalization processes work through people in the region. The 

woman’s comment suggests that children should not see such things, and that 
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such events should not be part of their routine lives. While it would probably be 

inaccurate to claim that she thought it acceptable for adults to see such things, it 

is important to note that she drew a boundary, based on age and experience, 

between what was completely unacceptable, and what belongs on the other side 

of the boundary of acceptability, given the physical and social environments in 

which she now lives. She had adjusted boundaries and adapted to circumstances, 

but that adjustment was clearly incomplete, and it had come with an emotional 

price that she and I were both unable to rectify without great costs that have yet 

to be accounted for. In the remainder of this chapter and in the next, I will 

suggest some alterative methods and tools that attempt to accomplish the task of 

accounting in ways that are particularly salient for lived conditions in the 

borderlands. As a means of inhabiting and writing from a location “in the middle 

of things”—of a civil war, of a low-intensity conflict, or a battle among 

smuggling operations—both as researchers and as other witnesses, I suggest that 

we continue to seek ways to speak just as forcefully about the fact that people 

such as ranchers and ecologists should not expect to find human remains, as we 

do about the fact that people should not be dying in the desert for the reasons 

that they do today.  

 Through such interactions, including the telling of war stories in attempts 

to comprehend shared conditions, residents actively contribute to the creation of 

a particular borderlands cultural memory that conflates the placements of 

objects, the findings of those objects, and the stories told about them. My own 

narrative relayed here is yet another in the series. From this point forward I will 
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shift the narrative to include perspectives from other fields that I believe can 

inform our journey toward a more complete understanding of lived conditions in 

the borderlands. Provisions for the remainder include methods and perspectives 

from those who work in the fields of human remains and artifact recovery—the 

Pima County Office of the Medical Examiner—and those who manage the 

environmental fieldworkers who find such remains, but are not trained to have 

such experiences, natural resource professionals. After these examples, I explore 

two seemingly unrelated fields of study that can shed light on the situation, 

including theoretical development of the potentials for considering interrelated 

fields and assemblages as effective explanatory tools for making sense of 

emergent situations. Examples from literature and music will be brought to bear 

as we work back and forth among the dense overgrowth of modern borderlands 

conditions, in order to facilitate prowling along the edges of reason (de Certeau 

1984) in a region often subject to claims of being under control, of being out of 

control, of being dangerous, and of being an unsolvable or natural by–product of 

capitalism. This is the point at which we can begin to develop Raymond 

Williams’s “radically honest” (1980:27) form of accounting that refuses to 

separate the products of human activity from so–called by–products that must 

simply be accepted as “natural” or normal forms of change in a given human 

ecological system.  

 Sometimes that change manifests through the shock of a new perspective, 

as in the example of white shoes placed and found roadside, thereby marking 

passages often perpendicular to one’s own, or through a cross hung in a tree on a 
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path shared by smugglers, migrants, ranchers and ecological restoration 

practitioners during different seasons, and even at different times of day. 

Consideration and treatment of such objects as signs in some ways captures the 

degrees to which they index conditions and the lives of those who experience 

and contribute to those conditions; but such semiotic approaches to the 

borderlands fail to register the ways in which borderlands objects exceed their 

capacities as symbols. Here, the things carried and left behind dig deeply into the 

lives of those who find them, causing the finders to engage in incessant 

storytelling acts as a means of making sense, and to dismiss their own stories for 

their ubiquity and incongruence with what should and should not exist on the 

landscape, and in their lives.  

 The objects and object–event intersections outlined thus far certainly 

represent borderlands qualities and conditions in ways that resonate with finders 

and those who report on them—shoes mark movement and continuity and 

possibly death, while food and water containers mark poignancy and the needs 

of the human body under duress. But the concept of signs is inadequate to the 

task of bearing the full suite of the potential meanings and effects of objects that 

emerge and erupt in the region. If we were to animate the objects collected here, 

we might find that they stubbornly resist our analytical attempts to assign them 

to the realm of signs alone, just as they resist assignment to the domain of 

“trash.” Other things and methods of gathering them deserve consideration in 

landscapes of uncertainty. One of the most important forms of work under way 

in the borderlands today is that of the Pima County Office of the Medical 
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Examiner, but the utility and importance of that work has only begun to be 

explored. Accurate numbers and locations of the deceased immigrants in the 

region are critical to understanding geographic and other choices made by those 

who attempt to make their way north, but also to understanding the conditions 

from which they flee. While it would be inappropriate for me to attempt to 

summarize and comment on the data that the Office continues to amass and sort, 

it is becoming increasingly apparent that forensic work has much to contribute to 

our understandings of travelers’ lived conditions before they reach the border, 

far beyond, but complementary to data that indicate origin and cause of death 

(Martínez et al. 2013) 

 Over time it will be important to discover the extent to which scholars and 

other borderlands participants can combine methods and forms of data as they 

contribute to possible futures for life and research in the region. The more the 

populations of each side of the borderline grow, the closer the two countries 

become and the more they share, with potentials for adhesion that are now 

challenged by the narcotics wars. There is theoretical room here to build research 

programs adapted to circumstances that are only partially understood at this 

point, but which are fully felt and experienced by those who make their lives and 

livings in the region. As archaeologist Jason De León describes the thrust of his 

work collecting and documenting artifacts left by travelers, “This stuff is 

disappearing and I worry that we might sanitize this history a hundred years 

from now” (Kimble 2013:68). In another instance to the west of my study area, at 

Organ Pipe Cactus National Park, research indicates that federal workers who 
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daily interact with found objects are well aware that a time may come when 

historians reflect on modern–day sites and objects as foundational for a large 

segment of the U.S. population, with the area becoming a kind of immigrant 

national park that can barely be conceived at this historic moment (Piekielek 

2009).  

 Multiple approaches to the experiment in land use and habitation that 

many travelers, residents, and researchers today find themselves amidst likely 

will have some form of yet to be determined, collaborative contributions to 

make, perhaps in ways not yet understood even by the researchers themselves. 

For example, during one interview with a volunteer for the Medical Examiner, I 

noted how little experience I had with their work, but that I had tremendous 

regard for the importance of their efforts. In my understanding this work centers 

on the careful and respectful gathering of, and attention to human remains, on 

the documentation of physical and social features, and on tireless attempts to 

contact family members in the original sending communities of the deceased. I 

noted that I looked forward to working with them in the future in some way that 

perhaps was impossible to imagine at this point. My interviewee was quick to 

remind me of something I had forgotten, perhaps because of my too–close 

proximity to the field and its conditions. She noted that while everything I said 

about her work was true, it was also true that she and her colleagues had had 

none of the experiences that I, and most of my research participants had had in 

our daily lives. In short, each of us was identifying gaps in our own research that 
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might be filled in complementary and productive ways through future 

collaborations that have not yet been defined. 

 These kinds of gaps are functions of geography, of one’s defined work 

environment and requirements, and of time constraints. Those who spend a great 

deal of time in the borderlands region through daily life and employment are 

subject to all of the mystery and strangeness that exhaustingly regular events 

entail. In contrast, those who work on similar issues, such as employees and 

volunteers with the Medical Examiner, have understandably different 

experiences from their primary work sites of offices in Tucson. In other words, 

my interviewee knew how important her work was, and that there might be 

more to the entire borderlands story that was worth telling by including other 

forms of data, and other perspectives, such as that of a game warden or cowboy 

who regularly find things they would rather not find. Her observations help set 

up another dense constellation of objects and events from the field, and help us 

make sense of how those hard at work and life there receive, order, and attempt 

to make sense of what is taking place around and even through their bodies and 

lives.   

 Although I needed little more than the encouragement provided by my 

research participants and by my own experiences, the interactions with the 

volunteer alerted me to the importance of gathering the events that I have here, 

and of the great care that they deserve ethnographically. And although it 

remains difficult even for me to believe sometimes, my choice of materials to 

relate here is representative rather than anomalous. They are the norm in the 
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region, and yet they are not easily reconciled in one’s personal life, or in an 

account such as the one produced here. Rendering them in speech or in writing 

risks moving my narrative and people’s lived experiences into the sensational 

and even the voyeuristic, where they can be too easily dismissed by those 

unfamiliar with the physical and social territories. This may well be the source of 

my participants’ easy dismissal of their own stories, and of the discomfort that is 

often marked by laughter at the comparative absurdity of the situations they 

experience regularly. Care must be taken not to let them overwhelm a narrative. 

It is important to note that the same form of care can be heard in talk about 

recent events, as people try to make sense of their own lived conditions and what 

to include in talk, and what to exclude or dismiss. I want to be careful not to 

overemphasize the war metaphor in my narrative, but it is a common one 

employed among my research participants, and worthy of critical attention.  

 An example that emerged from one author’s experiences in the Vietnam 

War helps position my analysis and the conditions under which people live in 

the borderlands. In his classic account of the war Dispatches (1977), author 

Michael Herr recounts the day to day activities of soldiers subject not only to the 

countless mental and physical horrors of war, but to the long periods of complete 

boredom into which these horrors erupted regularly and without warning. This 

dynamic, according to Herr, represented a condition akin to torture for the ways 

in which it acted upon and compromised soldiers’ mental states. Amidst the 

multiple long–term wars in which the U.S. is embroiled today, it is common 

knowledge among the American public that the modern medical establishment 
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continues to learn about, and to struggle with treatment options for war veterans 

who return bearing the effects of such conditions, in what is now known as post 

traumatic stress disorder and other related ailments.  

 While a thorough examination of psychological effects is beyond the scope 

of my inquiry, it is easy to show that people’s responses to uncertainty and to the 

potential for shock might explain why these conditions are so common yet 

vexing. A classic psychiatry experiment indicates that the war conditions that 

produce constantly vacillating extremes of shock and lull, of boredom 

punctuated by horrors, might be worth attending to for how they work on 

human consciousness as it undergoes unpredictable sources and forms of duress. 

The term stress took on a new valence in the 1950s during animal research that 

sought to determine the effects of random shocks administered to monkeys. 

Importantly and surprisingly, according to researchers, random shocks produced 

much greater stress on the animals than regular, predictable shocks (Selye 1956).  

 Similar to the medical field, and without explicitly acknowledging this 

phenomenon, numerous agencies and organizations at work in the borderlands 

region struggle to adapt to modern border conditions where their employees 

attempt to work as field biologists, surveyors, and technical service providers. 

One of many attempted responses to conditions is a document published by the 

federal government entitled Borderlands Field Work: Interagency Safety Training 

Guide (Meyer et al. 2010). In one chapter, “Preparing Yourself Physically and 

Emotionally,” the following advice is provided: “Working in the borderlands can 

take an emotional toll. Seeing illegal immigrants in distress, the amount of 
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damage done to the land by illegal border crossers, and dealing with constant 

threats to your personal safety and health can lower morale, drain energy levels, 

and increase stress” (Meyer et al. 2010:11). In order to “work effectively and 

successfully” as a response, it is suggested that employees simply “Tolerate 

stress,” and “Be careful… not to let compassion consume [them]” (Meyer et al. 

2010:11). They are further warned to “expect surprise encounters,” and that they 

“may get the feeling [they] are being watched” (Meyer et al. 2010:84). The 

document concludes the section on illegal activity and the potential of being 

watched by smuggler scouts with the observation that,  “Unfortunately, you may 

be right,” and that, regarding possible responses by employees concerning safety 

and continuing work in the region, “the decision will have to be yours” (Meyer et 

al. 2010:86). While it would be unfair to take such a response to conditions too 

much to task for its simplicity and lack of viable solutions, it exemplifies the 

uncertainty that obtains in surprise finding events. Clearly this is inadequate on 

many levels, but it does attempt to respond to emergent conditions beyond 

concerns for agency or governmental liability. At least it gives a nod to the 

emotional toll that may be exacted by the shock of something untoward erupting 

into an employee’s workday.  

 We have seen examples, from a pair of white shoes, to a woman bursting 

through a barroom door, to a can of beans elegantly placed atop a pile of stones, 

that signal the difficulties inherent to beginning inquiry in the middle of things, 

but also that there is no where else to occupy under current circumstances in the 

region, either for residents or researchers. Supplementary tools are required to 
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move our inquiry along, at least if we are dissatisfied with those who might write 

off borderlands conditions as natural, necessary, or hopeless.  

Poetry Enters the Fields of Inquiry 

 As a means of building a framework to explore conditions, I suggest the 

concepts of interactive and mutually informative fields and assemblages of fields as 

explanatory frameworks for working on and within the borderlands in useful 

ways. In order to begin this mode and method of inquiry, I begin with an 

example of object placement and the effects of that placement from the fields of 

poetry and literary theory, and continue the inquiry with an example from 

experimental music. Once these complementary methods and ways of 

considering complex assemblages are outlined, I will synthesize them and 

inquire into how they might be articulated with other research programs for the 

borderlands. 

 This sidestep into literature actually finds a direct connection to the 

ground of the borderlands, and prepares us to think both specifically and 

broadly about the kinds of objects and events I described in the previous chapter. 

These things also signal the precise ways in which they and their finders and 

creators all inhabit and inform the borderlands region through relentless and 

often unpredictable change. Consider the following as a beginning to this form of 

inquiry: 
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    Anecdote of the Jar 
 
   I placed a jar in Tennessee, 
   And round it was, upon a hill. 
   It made the slovenly wilderness 
   Surround that hill. 
 
   The wilderness rose up to it, 
   And sprawled around, no longer wild. 
   The jar was round upon the ground 
   And tall and of a port in air. 
 
   It took dominion everywhere. 
   The jar was gray and bare. 
   It did not give of bird or bush, 
   Like nothing else in Tennessee. 
     —Wallace Stevens 1990[1919] 
 
A brief explication will help situate this work within my narrative. The poem 

explores the transformative effects of deliberate placement of an object not 

usually found in a natural setting. By opening with “I,” the poem begins with a 

human being and a deliberate act, the placement of an object in an environment 

where one would not expect to find it. The terms “round” and “slovenly” 

juxtapose immediately in the second and third lines, and wilderness changes 

instantly. During this change, an inanimate object becomes active. It “makes” the 

previously unoccupied wilderness into something it had not been prior to the 

intervention. A change of state ensues. Wilderness too animates—it rises and 

sprawls, becoming “no longer wild.” And the jar answers back. It dominates, 

even though gray and bare, yet the jar does not fully displace wilderness. 

Instead, a co–incidental, relational change obtains, and the immediate world 

around the two things changes through their interaction. However, the precise 

results of this experiment and eruption go unarticulated. Expectations of what 
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wilderness had or could offer previously are confounded; and what might have 

been expected, the presence or influence of “bird or bush” that might have held 

sway in the wilderness previously, holds no longer.  

 A new relationship, a new way of holding (something) among and 

between things, and a new place into which they might emerge all constellate 

around and through one another during this activity. The result is like “nothing 

else” that had come before. A new field of possibilities has been opened that did 

not exist prior to the interaction. While each contributor maintains something of 

its original state and properties, there is a difference. That difference and its 

meaning remain unresolved, but they open onto potentials that might be realized 

in a number of ways which we will explore below. What might have more easily 

been relegated to either side of the nature–culture binary in this interaction 

between artifact and wilderness has shifted, and so has the space they occupy, 

but no map is provided for orientation. The result is left for the reader, the 

witness, to work upon.  

 As a literary form, poetry reminds readers of what they already knew, but 

didn’t remember, or could not incorporate or sort adequately prior to the event 

of interaction or reading. Much of the effect of poetry and the poetic arises from 

the ways in which the form bends rules of syntax, grammar, and linearity that 

readers might expect on reading more conventional narrative forms, such as the 

novel. Linearity is not required, but in the suspension of that guiding form, other 

forms and possibilities are allowed to enter the fields, while other fields of 

interaction and interpretation are created. I suggest that this is precisely the 



  
   
  132 

dynamic that obtains when a border resident or worker faces an unusual object 

or shocking event, when things and activities formerly considered out of place 

not only occupy a place, but overtake it to some degree. In doing so, the objects 

transform place, and those who find and experience them, simultaneously.  

 The series of incidents articulated above provides a framework for the 

original incident that occurred at the intersection of a dirt road, two men, and a 

pair of white shoes, effectively shaping a kind of origin story for me and for this 

narrative. The object–event intersection not only happened to two field workers, 

but through them. They had another agenda for the day, and that agenda became 

suspended the moment a pair of white shoes entered their experience and their 

lives. The resulting assemblage represents a dense pile–up of social, material, 

and temporal domains. Depending on the object and on the finder’s experience 

of that object and its attendant event, places and people’s places in place are 

differently humanized under these conditions, and in ways that resist common 

containers and accounting methods. Again, careful and deliberate attention to 

poetics, to the qualitative features that guide, shape, and make something what it 

is, whether region, intersection, or life lived in place, can guide our inquiry. The 

situation of finding a particularly potent object is not only poignant and 

emotionally fraught, not easily circumscribed as a matter of citing the persistent 

and by some accounts increasing death rate in the Arizona deserts, or of only 

collecting material objects and accounting for and tracing the origins of those 

who perish in the deserts. These activities are critical to the story being written 

and lived in the borderlands. But there is clearly more to the region and more to 
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stories and lives lived there, from other perspectives and meetings that suggest 

another kind of contribution toward a more comprehensive systematics that can 

put its finger on minute details, while encouraging and leaving space for other 

things to enter the fields of life and research from the middle of it all.  

 Many of the objects placed on the borderlands landscape, such as 

discarded food and water carriers, are ripe with poignancy but also with the 

difficulties inherent in carrying enough food and water to make the journey that 

has become longer and harsher due to the changes in trade policy outlined 

above. Read one way, a can of beans made in Mexico symbolizes hunger and an 

intrusion of the foreign when it penetrates far into the US landscape; but when 

found balanced atop a small pile of stones at a site of capture and official 

processing, the unopened can also resonates with deliberation, foresight, and the 

acknowledgment that others like oneself will pass through the site, and find an 

object on their own, one that resonates with prior intention and care. The place, 

then, changes irrevocably for leavers, finders, and for those who report on them 

in writing. There is an entire industry just south of the border designed entirely 

around providing the raw materials for successful movement across a harsh 

landscape: opaque black plastic water bottles with the unmistakable image of 

Baboquivari Peak on their labels; tuna and beans contained in plastic rather than 

metal in order to reduce their weight; and backpacks and sundries available for 

purchase at Mexican sites of departure for the journey north (De León 2012; 

Kimble 2013). Together these objects and approaches to particular people’s needs 

and desires that emerge just south of the borderline shape a new form of 
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industry that in turn generate an emergent variation on a kind of bus or airline 

terminal that is specifically tailored to the contemporary borderlands. 

Methods and Materials Revisited 

 Again we face a question perhaps unresolved at this point: What do we do 

with this stuff? How do we best encounter, gather, and account for these objects 

and intersection events ultimately, and how do we care for and honor them now, 

and over time? One method engages the ideas I have explored already, especially 

in the Interstice chapters of this narrative, where readers are encouraged (if not 

required) to participate in the project of meaning–making. There I carefully and 

deliberately collected, curated, and displayed a set of objects and events that I 

deemed representative of current conditions, as experienced by my primary 

research participants, people who live and work day in and day out in close 

proximity to the border. From this perspective, my chosen objects and events, 

especially those in the previous chapter, have been arranged in dissertation–as–

museum form. Close attention to the methods of collection and curation are 

important not only because of the gravity of the situation in my chosen region, 

but because full comprehension of that situation remains elusive for all involved. 

In other words, we need all the information and methods of sorting and 

interpreting it that we can gather under contemporary border conditions, if we 

are to not only continue to build lives in this place, but to understand the 

conditions for life as they are under construction literally beneath our feet and all 

around us, all of the time.  
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 Walter Benjamin (1968[1955]) wrote brilliantly of the wonder and 

importance of careful and meticulous collection practices, emphasizing attention 

to detail and the awe and inspiration that could emerge through the tiniest of 

objects, and through other objects and events with which they infinitely resonate. 

Once collected, the handling or curation of objects is crucial to inflecting the 

ways in which that resonance moves through the world, whether through 

visitors to a museum or readers of a book. But curation involves much more than 

care for object integrity and display. The online edition of The Oxford English 

Dictionary notes that the roots of the verb “to curate” lie in care, oversight, legal 

guardianship, and ultimately in a spiritually inclined form of responsibility for 

the collector. The verb also carries connotations of selection, organization, and 

presentation. Considered from this perspective, collection and curation are 

culturally vital acts indeed, and this vitality and importance find expression in 

the work of current researchers noted above that have been hard at work in the 

region (De León 2012, Piekielek 2009, and Reineke, the latter contributing to 

Martínez et al. 2013 and to contemporary fieldwork in the borderlands).  

 In order to more accurately articulate the forms of collection, curation and 

activation that I have suggested and will explore further regarding treatment of 

borderlands material, it will be instructive to define in more detail how they 

differ from similar methods of handling objects and events. Curation is a 

deliberate activity. The objects assembled in my narrative were not chosen 

randomly, but for their representativeness and ubiquity. Once identified and 

examined thoroughly, the objects will not be left to rest, however, for they do not 
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rest quietly in the minds and lives of my research participants. One effective way 

to describe the acts of finding, collecting, and curating objects is to consider them 

through the lens of found–object theory. Found objects are primarily the 

everyday things that people might find as background materials not normally 

attended to as people go about their daily lives. Artists interested in shocking the 

bias of the mundane and the everyday often choose such objects deliberately, 

and then re–configure and re–contextualize them as artistic works and, most 

importantly perhaps, display them in museums for public consumption. When 

resituated in this way, the objects take on valences they had not carried prior to 

the collection, care, and curation provided by artist and museum curator (Shelton 

2004). The purpose is to shock observers to some degree, but also to stimulate 

thought and to cause observers—the new “finders” of the objects—to reconsider 

the objects and their relations to other objects, and perhaps to reconsider what art 

means or can be.  

 However, when a “finder” enters a museum he or she has a reasonable 

expectation of having an aesthetic experience, and of engaging with something 

beyond the everyday of personal and public life. The finder is prepared for the 

extraordinary, and will even pay for the experience. Finders in this context 

expect to be challenged and inspired, among other possibilities. Clearly this is 

not the case for finders of objects and for experiencers of object–event 

intersections in the border region. As such, found–object theory remains 

inadequate to the task of containing and explaining what occurs at such 

intersections, and of explaining what is possible there, too. I suggest that 



  
   
  137 

attention to other features inherent to these active sites of intersection, some of 

which have already been described or exemplified through my attention to the 

working resident population of the region that has received scant research 

attention to date, complements and helps extend the important work of 

collectors, curators, and artists, and increases the potential power of our 

collective work. As another contribution to this effort and before we move 

further, it will be instructive to take another example from another sometimes 

experimental field, in this case music.   

Experimental Music Enters the Fields of Inquiry 

 My choice of the following example from experimental music is as 

deliberate and calculated as my choices of objects and object–event intersections 

that I have displayed throughout this narrative. While it is true that this example 

has informed my own approach to life and work and my general theoretical 

perspective consistently over time, the example contributes to the current 

narrative experiment as a parallel field of inquiry that partakes of many of the 

same methods that I will develop in Chapter V for consideration of the 

assemblage currently known as “the borderlands.”  

 John Cage played an important role in the history of experimental music 

in the United States. He has received numerous awards for cross–disciplinary 

work, including from the National Academy of Arts and Letters, and he has held 

positions at the School of Design in Chicago and the New School in New York. 

Often described as alternately irritating, amusing, outrageous, and irrelevant, his 

work challenges commonly held notions of what music was and could be 
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throughout the 1940s and 50s, and it continues to do so today. He is famous for 

his irreverence, often challenging students and audiences to interpret his work 

without guidance. His goal, if one were to decide on a single one for Cage, is to 

create opportunities for music and even for one’s conception of music to open 

onto possibilities, and to remain open and unpredictable. Chance composition is an 

apt descriptor of his methods, but they always involve deliberate incorporation 

of the music–making environment, a classical music hall for example, where 

even Cage could not be certain what would develop. Coin tosses and random 

sounds from beyond the hall were allowed to enter the compositional field, so 

that unexpected noises and silences competed with the expected musical notes 

for significance in listeners’ ears. The result was a shift from the known and 

comfortable for “finders” of such musical objects that erupted into their 

experience, to the unknown and the unpredictable. Such were these experiments 

that even Cage’s own scores contained indeterminate and random guides, from 

the sound of a lawnmower outside the hall, to fly specks and other imperfections 

on the paper on which the score was created, making the final musical product 

impossible for anyone to predict.  

 In keeping with my desire to prowl the edges of reason in my chosen 

physical field of the U.S.–Mexico borderlands, I offer Cage’s exemplary methods 

as an analogue to that field’s unpredictability and its resistance to easy 

explanation or circumscription. As Cage puts it when describing the core of his 

own methods, “Any attempt to exclude the ‘irrational’ is irrational. Any 

composing strategy which is wholly ‘rational’ is irrational in the extreme” 



  
   
  139 

(1969:62). There are simply too many variables, many of which shift daily if not 

hourly, and too many unknown quantities. Obviously these conditions serve 

some interests better than others in the borderlands, depending on one’s goals. 

As one possible antidote, we might embrace such a con–fusion of desires, 

interests, threats, and potentials with equally unstable and con–fused theoretical 

approaches, and then comment on the results of the experiment. I will develop 

these ideas further in the next chapter. Meanwhile, Cage hints that his work is 

not randomly confused, however, and he staunchly defends his identity as a 

composer, as opposed to a randomizer.  

 In one of his most famous essays, the composer provides insights into his 

underlying methods when he notes that “the effect of the chance operations on 

the structure was balanced by a control of the materials,” resulting in “a 

composing of sounds within a universe predicated upon the sounds themselves 

rather than upon the mind which can envisage their coming into being,” because, 

“as we know, sounds are events in a field of possibilities, not only at the discrete 

points that conventions have favored” (1969:27-28). Substitute my consideration 

and treatment of “objects” in the borderlands with “sounds” in Cage’s 

formulation, and we begin to arrive at a model for an extremely unwieldy 

political–ecological situation. Here all actors have varying degrees of control, 

knowledge, and abilities of foresight as the “field of possibilities” continues to 

unfold before them, and they are enabled, but not required, to flourish there. 

Each also has wildly varying degrees of success in their particular endeavors, 

whether that is travel, movement of drugs, herding of cattle, or assessments of 
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biological diversity. Indeterminacy reigns, yet numerous forms of work continue 

nonetheless. Finally, consider in this context what is demanded of a performer 

daring enough to engage with one of Cage’s compositional experiments in a live 

setting: 

He must be continually ready to go, alert to the situation, and 
responsible. If he notices no cue, that fact itself is a cue calling for 
responses indeterminate within gamut limitations and time 
brackets. Thus he notices (or notices that he does not notice) a cue, 
adds time bracket to time bracket, determines his response to 
come (meanwhile also giving a response), and, as the second hand 
of a chronometer approaches the end of one bracket and the 
beginning of the next, he prepares himself for the action to come 
(meanwhile still making an action), and, precisely as the second 
hand of the chronometer begins the next time bracket, he makes 
the suitable action (meanwhile noticing or noticing that he does 
not notice the next cue), and so on. 

        John Cage [1969:39] 
 
Such conditions are stressful indeed, but ripe with creative potentials too, 

because they are deliberately situated, or recognized as having already been 

situated in that nebulous temporal space of the “meanwhile,” a word that occurs 

three times in the paragraph above. Within the contexts outlined in my narrative, 

we might be reminded of the rancher noted previously, who wonders what it 

would be like to carry a firearm that would “get in the way” of his intended 

work, even as his family reminds him of the countless travelers he regularly 

encounters on his ranch; of the mother who finds bodies and body parts on her 

property and can only hope children do not witness them; and of those who 

exclaim that they are “out here!” on the land and therefore subject to what it 

brings, but who meanwhile also and often wonder aloud, “What the fuck am I 

doing out here?!”  
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 On hearing the sound of a knock at the door in my house in Arivaca, an 

entire field of possibilities opens for multiple entries. Will the sound attach to an 

injured traveler, prospective thief, or lost Border Patrol agent? Will our 

interaction result in an enrichment of my borderlands experiment in living, 

through the opportunity to assist a fellow human being, through harsh words 

directed at someone who angrily insists on a ride to Cleveland, or in a testy 

interaction with the local deputy sheriff who attempts to enter my house because 

he is certain that I operate a safe–house for illegal activity, thereby transforming 

himself immediately into an enemy, and the traveler into my charge, a person 

whom I instantly and inexplicably begin to defend against the official, even as I 

defend my house against entry by someone whose occupation is to protect me? 

Experiments on and Within Assemblages 

 For the “finders” of objects and events in this place, the territory and daily 

life undergo shifts and transformations constantly and unwittingly, without 

forethought for residents and others hard at work, but with full knowledge that 

more is coming—more things, more encounters, more ruptures into what had 

been a relatively stable and knowable territory until approximately 15 years ago. 

Taken together, poetry and the poetic, art and the artistic, music and the musical 

suggest another way to contribute to theoretical and physical, lived borderlands 

assemblages, one that is appropriate to lived experience in this particular region 

at this particular historic moment. I have noted the efforts of three young 

scholars (De León, Piekielek, and Reineke) who work or have worked in the 

borderlands within the last few years, for the contributions they are making to an 
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emergent situation that remains far from resolution and open to multiple forms 

of research and contribution. We have explored the potentials inherent to 

working within this open and emergent “field of possibilities,” as Cage describes 

the situation, a field into which out–of–place objects and the events of their 

placement produce a situation like “nothing else” that has come before, as the 

poet Stevens puts it. What does emerge within this field, or suite of interactive 

fields, is the opportunity to witness the formation of cultural memory while 

under construction from disparate and sometimes confounding, sometimes 

inspiring materials. All of these contribute to an assemblage that residents and 

researchers have only begun to explore and experiment upon. As a means of 

extending these ideas and tethering them to the desert grasslands ground of the 

border region, in the next chapter we will explore the ways in which the 

opportunity to witness opens onto ways of addressing indeterminacy and 

incommensurability. One result is a new form of resolution that does not seek to 

solve border problems, but seeks ways to work within them, in keeping with 

those who make their lives in this middle ground between expectation and 

uncertainty, and between the mundane features of everyday life and the 

certainty that another event will surely burst through the surface of one’s plans. 

Forecasting Memory Through Metaphor 

 In the next chapter, I will suggest a consideration of the object–event–

finder assemblages as metaphors, or tools for thought and action that enable 

work on and in the world. They exist and can be developed and further used as 

tools for changing people’s perspectives on their borderlands lives, and as tools 
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for the development of an ethnographic poetics that works through them. Such 

attention to the poetics of life in the region and of ethnographic description 

expose evidence of care and deliberation that are hard at work here, amidst the 

plenitudes of tragedy and sorrow that often mark the region in typical accounts. 

We find this in the drug smuggler who responds to a biologist’s concerns about 

their chance meeting with the response, “I know who you are,” and then departs 

without incident; and in the unknown person who leaves a jacket hung on a tree, 

or who plants a cross in an arroyo to commemorate a fallen family member.  This 

particular version of a poetics for the borderlands suggests a means through 

which we might read the borderlands landscape, the objects found within that 

field, how people react to them today, and also how they might in the future. I 

suggest that my treatment of this material and its situation might contribute to a 

means of forecasting memory, of attempting not simply to guess but to gauge the 

tenor of a place and how it is experienced, and so to experiment with and 

suggest ways of deciding what might “count” in a future that looks back on this 

period and judges it as having been handled (curated?) thoroughly, deliberately, 

and carefully. In many ways of course, “things” are just what they appear to be 

in the borderlands—chaotic, inexhaustible, paradoxical, confounding, but also 

potentially inspiring, the latter of which I believe deserves a theoretical place at 

the table, and so must be allowed into the room where we find human feet in the 

mouths of dogs, or might at any given moment, or a cross in a wash, or a simple 

sign from one’s motherland now far away, and perhaps not to be revisited.  
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 These locations are precisely where poetry and metaphor can burst 

through the surface of appearances and expectations, if allowed, and remind 

those who live, work, and write within the region that its possibilities and 

potentials—both for terror and for inspiration—have yet to be exhausted. When 

the rancher cited earlier finds the abandoned drug horses and states that she is 

no longer surprised at what she sees today on her own property, her exhaustion 

is palpable, and we can only imagine what it takes to remain in place, to arrange 

oneself and one’s day in order to face such unknowns. But that act of 

imagination does not have to remain in the form of a question. I suggest that one 

part of the answer is that, in spite of the dramatic and unpredictable qualities of 

life here, the borderlands warp and woof have not unraveled, but have instead 

been re–woven to form a (sometimes) renewing, renewable tapestry that does 

not employ features or goals of control, or even completion. 

 Those qualities do index facets of cultural memory that I will access next, 

and to which I will contribute as a theoretical body of knowledge and a way of 

making sense of people’s lives in the borderlands during an historic moment that 

is threatened by the chance of forgetting what might some day be referenced as 

“the bad old days” for the region. The time is now to capture multiple lived 

experiences as they are under development, and to develop for ourselves and 

our participants methods and techniques appropriate to the tasks, whether those 

experiences of life in the United States are measured in hours, days, or 

generations. 
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INTERSTICE IV: A WHITE CROSS 
  

Ecological restoration fieldwork continues in a remote area ~ 
Clothing, cans, empty water bottles, and other materials abound ~ 

A white cross appears in the sand ~ A name, and a story ~ The cross 
enters the field record ~ A cowboy waxes forensic ~ Ecological work continues 

 
 Ecological restoration survey and evaluation work continue on a warm 

day in a remote area. The focus is on erosion mitigation and soil and moisture 

retention, so that grass and other native plants may take hold and stabilize the 

watershed, to the benefit of the cattle ranching operation and wildlife. Maps and 

notes contribute to orientation in the dense and confusing assemblage of deep 

cuts in the earth, large trees, and vast distances; but nothing can replace the 

effects of slow and deliberate walks up and down the arroyos and from side to 

side, where low hills offer better evaluative perspectives on the entire sub–

watershed. At one particularly dense confluence of arroyo channels, large old 

mesquite trees cluster and suggest that there may be surface water available here 

occasionally. The area is thick with discarded water bottles, clothing, and empty 

food cans. Deep footpaths lead in and out of the shade. Not far from this site, 

another white object appears in the distance. That color does not belong here. 

Soon it takes the shape of a cross, securely planted in the sand. Ecological work is 

suspended and careful listening ensues, as if there is something to hear. But the 

object is as mute as the landscape that now holds it. The senses fail to register 

meaning from among the known quantities that were carried to this place from 

past experience. This place is different now. Other things are different now too, 

but it remains difficult to identify them, or how they have changed. 
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 There is nothing but a cross for an extended moment, and other landscape 

features and objects seem to gather around it and blur at once, while attempts are 

made to fit this new object into older, more stable patterns. It is discovered that 

the cross bears witness to more than an anonymous broken dream. It holds a 

name and a life–span in pencil and wood: Lucresia Dominguez Luna | November 

23, 1969–June 21, 2005. Death occurred on the summer solstice—a time of change 

on the pre–monsoon landscape, and of tremendous heat and little moisture. 

Notes are taken here in an attempt to record and to comprehend this anomaly, 

and to align what must have happened here very recently with what is 

happening in this new moment. The cross enters conversation with locals soon 

afterward. A cowboy notes that subsequent travelers asked if they could mark 

the spot with the cross, for it was their family member who died in that place. 

The family allows it. Border Patrol is not called. The travelers move on. The 

cowboy says that he is tired of finding bodies on the range. He just wants to run 

cattle. He asks what I have seen. I respond, and his rejoinder is heavy with 

exhaustion: “If you haven’t found one yet, you will.” The reference is to human 

bodies and remains scattered amidst other objects, some familiar, some foreign. 

There seems to be nothing more to say, and silence takes hold. The conversation 

returns to ecology and collaborative conservation, perhaps so that temporary 

respite might be found in forgetting. 
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CHAPTER V: METAPHOR AND MEANING IN A FOUNDRY OF 
CULTURAL MEMORY 

 
In our complex dealings with the physical world, we find it very 
difficult to recognize all the products of our own activities. We 
have mixed our labor with the earth, our forces with its forces too 
deeply to be able to draw back and separate either out. The process, 
that is to say, has to be seen as a whole, but not in abstract or 
singular ways. We have to look at all our products and activities, 
good and bad, and to see the relationships between them which are 
our own real relationships.  

            Raymond Williams [1980:84] 
 

Each aspect, each detail of a place has a meaning intelligent only to 
members of the group, for each portion of its space corresponds to 
various and different aspects of the structure and life of their 
society, at least of what is most stable in it. Of course, extraordinary 
events are also fitted within this spatial framework, because they 
occasion in the group a more intense awareness of its past and 
present, the bonds attaching it to physical locale gaining greater 
clarity in the very moment of their destruction.      
        Maurice Halbwachs [1980[1950]:131] 

 
 That “very moment” is the moment with which we have been concerned 

throughout this narrative. It is the sited instant when and where bonds between 

people and things form, re–form, and are foregrounded in new ways. While the 

people of whom I write cannot accurately be called a “society” in Halbwachs’s 

term, the experiences they hold in common and the ways they talk about how 

their lives have changed bind them in unique ways. And so in one sense my 

work has been about contexts, about people inhabiting what had been a known 

one while watching it change in significant ways. That change can be measured 

across temporal and spatial scales. Spatially, increasing in scale from micro to 

macro: a grandmother on a remote borderlands ranch feels she can no longer 

allow children beyond sight of the house; cowboys on the ranch beyond sight of 

the house seek cattle, but will surely find signs of how the land has changed 
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overnight while they slept; and the entire region echoes with such circumstances 

far beyond the house, for much of the entire 2,000 miles of U.S.–Mexico border.  

Temporally, from macro to micro: significant change on these landscapes is 

measured as having begun within the last ten to fifteen years; locals know that 

migrant deaths will spike over a period of months in the summer; and ranchers 

are notified that a particular location will receive high smuggling traffic within 

the next few days, or hours, and thereby provide opportunities for yet more 

momentary eruptions and encounters in their lives. 

 This story is also about people finding and even creating solid footing for 

themselves under such conditions, about seeking ways of inhabiting contexts 

that are always taking shape through and around them, no matter their degree of 

participation. That participation is forced at object–event intersections, and the 

witness is left with little to make sense of the encounter and the new context. But 

they do have the objects themselves, the things that provoke the “more intense 

awareness” of which Halbwachs speaks, because “memory is multiple yet 

specific; collective, plural, yet individual…takes root in the concrete, in spaces, 

gestures, images, and objects” (1980[1950]:9). And they have the stories about 

those experiences, shared with insistence and concern and marked by a quality 

of impending overflow, of almost too much constantly pressing at the edges of 

whatever container or other holding system is mentally deployed to hold them, 

but always “bursting through” the surfaces of daily life and expectation.  
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Inhabiting the Middle Ground  

 I suggest that a carefully situated qualitative approach to life in the U.S.–

Mexico borderlands is an appropriate way to contribute to the vast and often 

nebulous collections of materials and conditions that threaten to overwhelm lives 

and research attempts to make sense of life in the middle ground. That pair of 

white shoes positioned me in the middle of things, and at the same time forced 

other things and ideas to crowd around them, temporarily but also punctually, 

for the same kinds of events occurred regularly for me and others, and certainly 

will again. We find ourselves then in the midst of that “civil war” referenced by 

my committee Chair soon after I entered the field and tried to ignore its 

vacillations and challenges and eruptions as I went about other business. The 

place has its own form of coherence, one to which people contribute and to 

which they must adjust on the fly, contributing raw materials to their own 

experiments in building a place and a life in it. The poet Wallace Stevens 

suggested that strange and potent things could occur with the simple placement 

of a jar in the wilderness, and John Cage suggested what potentials might take 

shape when new fields of possibilities are opened and recognized and put to 

work. We have witnessed how difficult it is for a reporter to make sense of 

seemingly endless lists of murder victims in Ciudad Juárez, and for a rancher to 

make sense when she is no longer surprised at anything she sees on her land 

anymore, and for another who does what she can to protect her family not 

necessarily from danger, but from finding dead men and family dogs with 
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human feet in their mouths. But the question remains, and by all indications will 

remain even at the end of my narrative: What do we do with this material? 

 First it will be important to define terms. I am not suggesting that the 

objects or the events under consideration here are metaphors, or that my research 

participants consider or deliberately employ them as such, but that the object–

event intersections function and can be usefully employed as metaphors for object 

finders, in much the same way that metaphors function in speech and writing. 

The development of a theory of object–event intersections as physical metaphors 

helps explain what many borderlands residents experience as they attempt to 

make sense of their findings and of their surroundings. I suggest that this 

approach contributes to the development of the more radically honest form of 

accounting that many researchers who work at the intersections of social and 

natural worlds encourage (Collier and Ong 2005; Williams 1980). This form of 

analytics also points to the locations and the mechanisms through which 

borderlands residents forge a particular form of cultural memory, and to how 

researchers might honor and attend to the dynamics of memory formation from 

the middle of an emergent situation as it continues to unfold.  

 Finally, I will suggest how these developments and forms of practical 

research attention might align with existing efforts to live, work, and conduct 

research in the region, so that careful accounts and accounting might forestall the 

potentials of forgetting some of the details of a crucial period in regional history. 

It is my hope that these accounts and methods of treating them honor in unique 

ways those who failed to move successfully across the desert, those who 
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succeeded, and those who choose to remain and attempt to continue life in a 

landscape of persistent uncertainty. I will also show why it is important to 

understand many of the object–events intersections as transformative moments 

that produce shock, fear, and sadness at times, but also as openings onto fields of 

possibilities that contain grace and hope. 

Metaphors Take the Fields 

 Metaphors are linguistic tools that enable speakers and writers to bridge 

gaps between categories, and thereby to open new potentials for meaning 

creation within a given cultural system. Metaphors often stimulate thought 

through the juxtaposition of categories and things that are unexpected and not 

usually associated with one another. In a legendary account in Western cultural 

history, Aristotle was the first to use and exploit metaphor deliberately as a 

teaching instrument when he was asked by a student, “What is life?,” and 

allegedly replied that “Life is a stage.” As the story goes, without further 

explanation from the instructor or questions from the student, the latter went 

merrily on his way, presumably satisfied with a newfound set of associations 

and their implications, a set of conceptual things that had not existed prior to the 

finding moment, and the interaction that took place during that moment.  

 Once this apocryphal foundation had been laid, Aristotle went on to 

explore in the Poetics his own concept that “Midway between the unintelligible 

and the commonplace, it is metaphor which most produces knowledge” (Danesi 

2004:41). This is the precise, if nebulous space that borderlands residents inhabit. 

Many others find such conceptual and physical spaces to be rich sites for many 
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kinds of work, because they provide insight into the frontiers of cultural systems 

of categorization. In order for “Life is a stage” to make sense, it must first be 

appropriate and possible for someone to inquire into what life “is.” There must 

also be a commonly held understanding of what a stage is, and how it functions 

or might function culturally. However, metaphor is also infamous in the social 

sciences for the ways in which it can confound ethnographic attempts to discern 

and delineate linguistic categories that are foreign to the ethnographer. Like 

poetry and experimental music as artistic forms, metaphors often raise more 

questions than they answer, and they have been shunned within empiricist 

traditions that sought to repress emotion, imagination, and other forms of 

subjectivism (Hastrup 1995; Lakoff and Johnson 1980). Within both the social and 

natural sciences, any messiness or fuzziness that persist at the margins or “burst 

through” into collected data sets often get relegated to an outlier category, where 

the contradictory, the illogical, and the disorderly reside, although not very 

comfortably for those who seek total containment through explanation (Douglas 

1966). Although we scientists may, in an attempt at full disclosure and due 

diligence, call attention to the existence of outliers in our work, data points that 

stubbornly buck the trends of other data points demand that something be done 

about them, even if this amounts to no more than calling attention to them as 

they are brushed aside. Such outliers, in the form of object–event intersections 

where my research participants unwittingly find themselves regularly, have 

become the norm, but a norm that carries anything but comfort and 

predictability.  
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 The etymology of metaphor stems from the Greek verb metapherein (to 

transfer), through the individual morphemes meta (change), and pherein (to bear) 

(Oxford English Dictionary Online; Webster’s II Dictionary). Together the two parts 

form a figure of speech that bears or carries a change between ideas, so that a 

term is transferred from the object it ordinarily designates, to an object it comes 

to designate by comparison or analogy. However, something extraordinary 

occurs within this newly formed field for the workings of human cognition at the 

same time, and it has provided grist for countless studies in the social sciences 

(Danesi 2004; Hastrup 1995, 2004).  

 Modern interest in metaphor as a clue to the mechanisms of human 

thought began with the work of experimental psychologists in the latter part of 

the nineteenth century, but it was a literary theorist, I. A. Richards (1936), who 

stimulated broad scientific interest in metaphor beyond literary concerns. He 

argued that metaphors should not be considered signs of uncertain reasoning, or 

as simple stylistic devices. Instead, Richards insisted that metaphors held the 

potential to generate new meanings that a literal paraphrase could not bear or 

carry. Another clue to the ways in which metaphor works in cognition, and how 

it might also work in physical fields where people encounter strange objects, 

emerges through Richards’s description of metaphors as ”vehicles” (1936:76), a 

term that indexes metaphors’ active qualities, and their ability to bridge concepts 

and to “move” among things, even as they carry other things around 

(metaphorically speaking).  
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 Even with these potentials, metaphor was largely ignored by many 

disciplines until a ground–breaking series of studies in psychology redirected 

research attention, by demonstrating the pervasiveness of metaphor in common 

speech. Researchers readily showed that English speakers use up to 3,000 novel 

metaphors per week in everyday speech, and that many of these go unrecognized 

as deliberately applied tools for thinking and relaying information (Danesi 2004; 

Pollio et al. 1977). Linguistics and psychology have never been the same since, 

and the number of studies and applications of metaphor in the social and natural 

sciences is now astronomical, with numerous journals and other formats devoted 

specifically to this trope. 

 Through the application of metaphor as a tool not only for immediate 

comprehension, but for opening other comprehensive possibilities, the 

suggestion that “Life is a stage” works as a categorical interaction between life 

and stage, such that each term is enriched and expanded, yet refined and 

delimited as well. The effects can be quite ambivalent, with multiple conceptual 

valences emerging, interacting, and sparking among one another in sometimes 

unpredictable ways. Rather than creating or pretending to create tidy 

compartments for data concerning human experience, not to mention the 

experiences that generate the data, metaphors stand as ready tools through 

which people combine the fire of an interactive meaning–making forge, the 

hammer of human intellect and application, and the properties of raw materials 

and elements that together shape something new. Even in the Aristotle and 

student four–word exchange “Life is a stage,” we find the creation of a field of 
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potential that did not exist prior to the interaction. Within this open field of play, 

both life and stage receive inflections from one another. The student comes away 

from the interaction with what might be an incomplete understanding of a 

comfortably precise relationship between terms (if one exists at all, one of the 

most important questions posed through metaphor)—but also with a newly 

opened field of potential, and of the sense that language and life constitute a 

series of open negotiations always under way, from a collection of occupied 

“middle grounds” between terms ever outward, ever rippling and resonating 

into and through one another, creating further resonances and potentials. 

 Metaphor then is a tool that also functions as an intersection of terms 

wherein open–ended negotiation is encouraged, where imagination and 

possibility merge but remain tethered to the ground of actual experience by the 

relative familiarity of the terms being associated. My own mix of metaphors here 

is deliberately ambivalent, or “ambi–valent,” containing multiple charges that 

spark and fire off  in varying intensities and sequences. As ethnographer 

Stephania Pandolfo puts it in her beautifully wrought work on poetry, memory, 

and maps, Impasse of the Angels: Scenes from a Moroccan Space of Memory: 

Poetic discourse is not the information it conveys, nor the 
communication it makes possible; it is not based on an everyday 
perception of the real…It is a transfiguration of the real; the foreign 
design of an Elsewhere in the here and now of an utterance… 
Metaphors express in other words and other images something that 
does not yet have a language of its own (1997:281–282).  

 
And so metaphors are not mere representations of the world. They are instead 

active, potent interventions within it. They go to work once activated, and force a 

re–contextualization of what had been considered secure and predictable 
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(Crapanzano 2004). The world changes for those who participate or are 

otherwise caught up in such active moments and sites, as it did in the case of a 

jar placed on a hill, and through a pair of white shoes arranged on a dirt road.  

The Construction and Maintenance of Cultural Memory 

 Paul Connerton, one of the foremost experts on cultural memory, explains 

that, “To perceive an object or act upon it is to locate it within [a] system of 

expectations. The world of the percipient, defined in terms of temporal 

experience, is an organized body of expectations based on recollection” (1989:6). 

He further defines the event of location as an “act of transfer” (1989:40) that, 

along with things like memorials, monuments, and white crosses placed in 

arroyos (commemorative acts, more specifically) shape the foundations of 

cultural memory. In the borderlands, I have argued that these acts of transfer 

occur at object–event intersections, through those that experience them on the 

ground, thereby linking animate and inanimate objects, but also disparate 

people—ranchers and migrants, biologists and smugglers—who now contribute 

to the contemporary borderlands configuration, but who also and at the same 

time help build what it could be. Further, these acts of transfer, in the reach to 

pick up a found object, in the felt weight of the thing in hand, or in the telling of 

stories, make remembering in common possible, including when the dominant 

events include those that shock and engender fear.  

 Objects on a landscape, people who find them, and the finding events in 

themselves, taken separately, might not afford enough to consider them 

constituent parts of cultural memory, just as the concepts “life” and “stage” 
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indicate much, but with limitations. But when welded together, the object–event 

finding occasions and the stories told about them—whether to ethnographer or 

fellow resident—are of crucial importance. They persist, and they seem to be the 

kinds of things people want to talk about, and by extension for others to hear 

about and possibly then to remember, the opposite of which (to forget) is a term 

that concerned Borges in the epigraph that opened by narrative, and which 

concludes each of my interstitial sections between chapters. The space between 

remembering and forgetting, especially in times of turmoil, confusion, and 

danger, can become a space of silence easily filled with stories of horror and 

drama, or with inaccurate claims by politicians about actual, lived border 

conditions. Careful attention through witnessing and description can position 

research to mitigate these effects. 

Witnessing and Working at a Foundry of Cultural Memory 

 Beyond their usefulness in helping people make sense of social worlds, 

story and metaphor help people project patterns and possible connections onto 

what is unprecedented, as a way of addressing indeterminacy and allowing 

something else to emerge (Lakoff and Johnson 1980). My narrative is populated 

with dozens of object–event intersections and stories about those site–event 

assemblages, all of which contribute to the larger borderlands assemblage under 

construction today. Those stories, related as constantly and with as much 

eruption into daily life as the objects and events that precipitated them, are in a 

sense treatments of place, because they remind us not only how we can think 

about places, but what we can do with them. They “tirelessly mark out frontiers” 
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(de Certeau 1984:126), constantly enabling and encouraging the forging of shared 

horizons that include what is, today, but also what could be. Consider this 

description of memory and coherence by cultural memory theoretician Maurice 

Halbwachs (1980[1950]:48): 

While the collective memory endures and draws strength from its 
base in a coherent body of people, it is individuals as group 
members who remember. I would readily acknowledge that each 
memory is a viewpoint on the collective memory, that this 
viewpoint changes as my position changes, and that this position 
itself changes as my relationships to other milieus change. 

       
While it might be premature to claim that U.S. American or Mexican or some 

hybrid, borderlands culture is under formation within the suite of fields under 

consideration here, it should be clear that something significant is under way 

among them. This has much to do with how, when, and where people, things, 

and ideas bump up against one another, and with what emerges at these points 

of friction and forging including, I hope and expect some day soon, migrants’ 

memories of their travels, and how they have come to know and contribute to 

place–making activities in the region.  

 If it makes sense to say that I and others engaged in the kind of work 

outlined here are curating ruptures that contribute to the formation of cultural 

memory, and if my participants are curators of memory in their individual lives, 

then the museum where these things gather, and are gathered, is the border 

grasslands, rather than merely the library full of interesting work about the 

place. Significantly, however, there is no leaving this museum for residents and 

workers who choose to stay and continue to sort the raw material of experiences 

and events. Metaphors, like new–found objects on what had been a relatively 
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stable and predictable cultural and physical landscape prior to the last ten to 

fifteen years of significant change, are not conceptual puzzles external to social 

life. They intervene, shape, and produce actions and reactions within and 

through social life. Stevens’s jar was not accidental, but purposeful intervention, 

an experiment that welded wilderness and artifact in a new way. Cage’s 

compositions and performances were anything but events in which each of the 

surrounding parts could carry on according to a composed plan, if any of the 

parts failed. All of the parts “mattered,” to put a physical valence on it. In one 

instance, an exasperated member of the audience at one of Cage’s performances 

and subsequent discussions said that even though he was not a composer like 

Cage, he could have just as easily thrown together a collection of marks on a 

page, and people to interpret and play the notes, and people to listen and 

interpret them, and a music hall for it all to unfold. Cage’s response was simple 

and to the point: But you didn’t.  

 The activity of daily life and the work I describe in relation to it here all 

take place, they actively capture and then hold it within multiple creative fields of 

indeterminacy, where new insights might be found, but also where traditional 

categories and definitions are put at risk, including those that reductively define 

the borderlands as dangerous, migrants as dirty, and objects as trash. These are 

the sites where, as Bruno Latour puts it, “chemical reactions and political 

reactions” (1993:1) are co–incident. Latour’s use of “chemical” and “political” in 

the same clause is more than a fortunate syntactic event; it is also a prime 

worksite for conceptual restoration that does not exclude any workers or tools 
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from the area of activity. The combination also suggests a way of thinking about 

how various kinds of objects, both animate and inanimate, physical and 

conceptual, might be encouraged to enter and hold the field, and what might be 

possible both for thinking and for doing things in new ways that help us resist 

closure to what might be possible (Bennett 2010). 

 I have collected and arranged a series of vignettes, objects, encounters, 

people, and events through a range of generic and thematic crossings—

ethnographic, textual, national, historic, and literary, among others. The 

conglomerate is a little ragged and somewhat messy, but so is culture, both as 

concept and as practice. Culture is also a memory system, a cumulative product 

that is always under construction and always under curation and revision; a 

conceptual thing, “the ocean in which we swim” that both holds and lets spill out 

the inventions and possibilities of the imagination. It works by providing a ready 

means for inhabitants and makers to seek and establish new meanings, 

relationships, and connections. Similarly within a given cultural system, a 

metaphor, when considered as a tool, does not bridge chasms as much as it 

illuminates a creative process of meaning–making that is always underway, and 

into which we move explicitly, and also with intention if we desire to do so 

(Heidegger 2001[1971]; Klee 1948). Cage’s response to the dissatisfied participant 

at the musical performance (an audience member who perhaps did not realize 

that passivity had no place there) is confident enough to make us smile, but it is 

also a deeply creative, productive posture. Cage “did,” and the audience member 

“did not.” I daresay Cage was less interested in performing his piece as he did 
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simply because it had not been done before, than he was interested in making 

something, of setting up and running a kind of experiment in order to see what it 

would do, and all with what he called a fleeting control of the materials at hand. 

In much the same spirit, Stevens places a jar in Tennessee, a group of physicists 

places a collection of particles in the wilderness of a particle accelerator, and they 

run the experiment, scratch their heads, and discuss the results. Along the way, a 

space is identified or created for something to happen. This space could be as 

small as a hyphen, as mysterious as a strange object or an unusual metaphor, or 

as large as a 2,000–mile border between nations. The results can be messy and are 

often unpredictable, but also rich in creative potency, for this is “where the wild 

things are,” (Sendak 1963), and where discoveries are made (Brenner and David 

2012; White 1995b). I like the particle accelerator example not only for its role in 

the history of physics, and for the role it continues to play in bending what we 

thought were the ultimate, Newtonian physics–rules of the universe through 

quantum mechanics (Bohm 1957; Davies and Brown 1986; Scalapino 1988, 2008; 

Sze 1998), but for the ways that the activity of particle acceleration, through the 

creation of new relationships, built on existing knowledge without excluding 

what had come before. Quantum mechanics in this example has not proven 

Newton wrong, just that his ideas and formulas are of limited application, and 

therefore deserving of further experimentation. The effort, like poetry as a form, 

showed us what we already knew—that there is work to do. 

 How might we become active witnesses to such intrusions, adjustments, 

and their effects? I suggest that this question and approach is not just a matter of 
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being accurate—this is extremely important—but of positioning oneself and 

one’s work to re–mind readers and others to re–member potential connections 

among people and things, and among people and one another that have become 

severed in the borderlands. However, the degree to which artifacts may provide 

clues to cultural categories does not reside in the texts or in the tropes that shape 

them. Instead we must attend to the use of such tropes in practice, and not 

simply read them. Translated metaphor–style from the literary to the ordinary of 

daily life in the borderlands, we need to attend to how the objects and events in 

my participants’ accounts are used in the world to discern and construct 

meaning. 

 When Walter Benjamin described the effects of a newly emergent tool for 

exploring and witnessing human activity on the social landscape—the camera— 

he was especially intrigued with how the device, by holding otherwise fleeting 

moments, extended comprehension of the necessities which rule people’s lives. 

He describes with a sense of wonder how the device instantiates “an immense 

and unexpected field of action” that reveals “entirely new formations” for how 

we might think about the micro–practices and moments through which people 

compose their lives (1968[1955]):236). He also emphasizes that the effects are not 

only due to the camera, but to their situation within commonplace milieus that 

were formerly taken for granted, and are suddenly recognized as deeply 

entangled within the life and death play of nature and culture. This is an 

appropriate analogue to the normalization that goes on in the borderlands 

regarding objects and finding events, and which bursts open with each new, 
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first–time event of object finding. The camera provided a new means of paying 

attention that immediately informed theories about what was worthy of 

observation and record. What that might lead to was left open for reflection and 

research on epistemology, ontology, technology, the body, work, play, and more. 

Metaphors work much the same way. This is what led Hannah Arendt to note in 

her introduction to Benjamin’s work that “Metaphors are the means by which the 

oneness of the world is poetically brought about” (1968[1955]). Rather than close 

down potentials for creativity, and for the recognition and even the building of 

new relationships, they invite animate and inanimate things right into the room. 

Being at the Table  

 When we listen to, and carefully gather, curate, and attend to a research 

participant’s claim such as, “Sometimes you get sort of teary,” when she finds 

objects or people on the landscape, or, “In the abstract you get upset, but when 

you meet them [migrants who left objects]…” we can position ourselves as 

researchers to recognize a shift in perspective as a response to what I have 

termed first–time encounters, and also to witness newly emergent conditions of 

life. In the abstract, trash is visible throughout much of the borderlands 

landscape, a fact that becomes strangely apparent when one leaves the area even 

for a few days. But “when you meet them,” one’s orientation to conditions 

changes dramatically. In this typical example, the finder was quick to couple the 

statement to an object that she references regularly in our conversations, perhaps 

in an attempt to humanize for herself a landscape and a set of political conditions 

that always challenge attempts at making sense. The woman has told me 
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repeatedly of the number of times she has found items related to small children, 

in particular children’s shoes. As she tells yet another transformative story of 

finding a shoe, while we sit comfortably at her kitchen table, she slowly holds 

her hand up, measuring a gap of about four inches between thumb and index 

finger. In creating this metaphoric, conceptual, and now physical bridge, the 

now–absent shoe is brought right into the kitchen where we speak over coffee. 

She effectively closes the gap between those who caused that shoe to erupt into 

her life—politicians, voters, migrants, capitalists, and many others—and her Self. 

For her, the world has changed. At the same time, she has in fact, and in place, 

created a space for the leavers of the object to inhabit in an unusual way, a place 

that they cannot inhabit otherwise, but only through the memories and gestures 

and stories enacted by those who remain in place, and who attempt to hold this 

place by constantly building and re–building it through gesture and story while 

it morphs around them. 

 Thinking through metaphor and borderlands object–events accomplishes 

much more than enabling a mental passage from one concept to another. Instead 

the approach suggest here, like the woman’s hand and the now, no–longer–

empty space between her index finger and thumb, produces the phenomenal 

ability for me and for her to create, and then to hold and inhabit a new middle 

ground that did not exist prior to our interaction, nor prior to her interaction 

with the object. When these moments recur within larger fields of practice for 

residents and others in the borderlands, and when we recognize them for what 

they do in and for people, we can begin to see new forms of relationships that 
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demand forms of ethnographic description to accommodate them. This is 

precisely what I refer to in earlier references to poetics, and what enables us to 

talk with and through a theoretical term like metaphor as a means of getting at a 

poetics of life lived in the borderlands, in addition to a poetics for effectively 

gathering the finding moments that have significant impacts in people’s lives. 

Cultural memory in this context is a practical poetics, a shared form and format 

that “remains in permanent evolution, open to the dialectic of remembering and 

forgetting, unconscious of its successive deformations, vulnerable to 

manipulation and appropriation, susceptible to being dormant and periodically 

revived…a bond tying us to the eternal present” (Nora 1989:8). 

 The concept and tool and practice of applying metaphor to object–event 

intersections calls attention to how these bonds are being forged, today, in the 

foundry of cultural memory that is the borderlands. A failure to attend to those 

sites of creation risks erasure of the ability to bear witness to the present, denying 

it a chance to inform the future. Borges’s concern with witnesses who pass on 

and take with them specific visions and experiences represents a poignant but 

passive form of loss. The formation of cultural memory, forged from the raw 

materials of our own making, represents an active process that requires 

deliberation, care, and work on the part of ethnographer and research 

participant, but also on the part of stones, shoes, grass, and wooden crosses and 

cans of food. 

 If we can find ways to identify and then work within the foundries of 

experience and cultural memory in a particular place, we can at the same time 
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point to the fact that things can be different there; that grace, attention, care, and 

foresight might also have roles that have yet to receive their own forms of 

deserved attention, analytical or otherwise. As with many complex systems 

where multiple fields and interests articulate with one another, there are many 

different ways to describe and then go to work on them. In one recent instance, a 

border project manager for Arizona Department of Environmental Quality said 

in response to De León’s work—gathering and cataloguing migrants’ found 

objects for future interpretation—that her agency “looks at trash from an 

environmental standpoint,” noting that each migrant leaves up to eight pounds 

of trash which can “block waterways, attract cattle and wildlife and provide fuel 

to wildfires” (Trevizo 2013:A5). Although there is little evidence to support such 

claims to date, other responses are possible. De León’s aim is to “help the public 

see behind the curtain” of complexity regarding the experience of undocumented 

migration, in order to preserve what threatens to be lost (Trevizo 2013:A1). Many 

similar efforts are under way that deserve more recognition: 

• An ethnographer enters the field to study conflicting management 
regimes at a borderlands national park, and discovers employees carefully 
gathering and curating found objects, with the notion that today’s 
migrants are tomorrow’s citizens, who might be proud to re–visit the site 
of their travails and crossings, in an “Immigrant National Park” of the 
future (Piekielek 2009) 

• Artists on the south side of the border wall produce commemorative and 
political works of art on and through the wall, although many of these are 
destroyed by officials who disallow such revolutionary acts. The artists 
continue, however, and new art works appear regularly (McGuire 2013) 

• A community college teacher in a border town makes regular walks along 
a dirt road in the region, collecting found objects that she brings to her 
classroom to use as connecting devices between her students and migrants  

• Through a focus on presentations of border conditions in local and 
national media, researchers describe how violence emerges and works in 
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communities, uncovering at the same time how things might emerge 
differently, and how to work on and within a system that has violence at 
its core (Pérez and Sherry 2013:9) 

• Local residents in some drug ravaged towns in Mexico have taken up 
arms, and masks to hide their identities, in response to drug cartel 
violence and control over resources 

• Common visual presentations of how the border wall is represented are 
challenged by visual anthropologists who suggest that there are other 
stories to be told (“Beyond Surveillance and Moonscapes: An Alternative 
Imaginary of the U.S.-Mexico Border Wall”—Dorsey and Diaz-Barriga 
2010) 

• Ethnographic attention to the everyday micro–practices and lived 
experiences of migrants, as opposed to mere statistics and assumptions 
about criminal activity and threat, are presented in attempts to inform 
immigration policy (Heyman 2007, 2009) 

 
 Geographer David Harvey (1996, 2005) suggests that landscapes both 

instantiate and reflect social configurations. In order to accommodate my micro–

event–object and site work, I suggest that some of the smallest of spatial 

arrangements be considered in the same terms, with an eye to why they matter 

and what they reveal. The patchwork, multi–jurisdiction landscape of the 

western U.S. that often thwarts collaborative conservation and ecological 

restoration across boundaries can be considered a reflection of core democratic 

values as they find expression in the United States today. Among many other 

values, these include the multiple interests and voices that sometimes compete, 

but that also collaborate with one another with great effect, whether in 

conference rooms or in vast watersheds such as Altar Valley (Kemmis 1990, 2001; 

Sayre 2007). Examples of such coordinating nodes that attempt to re–design and 

thus overcome the effects of geographic and social boundary–making tendencies 

include the Altar Valley Conservation Alliance with whom I worked from 2007–

2012, the Malpais Borderlands Group that works in the boot heel region of 
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southwestern New Mexico, and my own Borderlands Restoration group that 

works from Sasabe to Douglas, Arizona (roughly the area covered during my 

field research). Their effectiveness to date is undeniable, but their long–term 

abilities to respond effectively to current and possible future borderlands 

conditions remain as uncertain as what tomorrow will bring for residents and 

workers, including how their individual and group alliances will be tested and 

shaped by what intersects in the field.  

 The U.S.–Mexico borderlands region is clearly a place for creative 

experimentation—through rangelands, work performed on them, endangered 

species lists, agency employees’ conduct, migrants’ capitalism–inspired 

dreams—and for communicating about them in creative ways, perhaps through 

methods and materials absent from our most common accounts. As I would 

learn over the course of several years, that experiment has multiple dimensions 

that are definitely not under control, or are controlled by actors about whom we 

still know very little. Today, this work includes the experiment of conducting 

one’s life in the place, and it has a strongly ethical component. Ethics can be 

defined as the ways in which we seek and choose to inhabit uncertainty. One of 

ethnography’s critical responsibilities is to attend carefully to the minute 

particularities of how the present is shaped and carried into future forms 

through people’s choices, while maintaining fidelity to their lived experiences. 

What I have outlined is a means of attending to how borderlands residents 

inhabit a landscape of persistent uncertainty, with a great deal of deserved 

emphasis on examples of how and why the forms of that inhabitance emerge, not 
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yet fully formed but under construction, from moment to moment in people’s 

lives. When an elderly man whose politics do not seem to align closely with 

providing aid to migrants, stops and exits his truck during a workday to pick up 

a found blanket, and he carefully folds and hangs it on a branch beside a trail, 

something happens. Something has changed on the landscape, and perhaps has 

already changed within him as well. It remains for research to discover what 

feelings of hope or mystery obtain in those travelers who find such things 

carefully set aside for them. Perhaps that ethnography is for another day, or even 

better, for a historian to wonder about because those days will have passed for 

the region and its inhabitants. But not yet. As he re–enters the vehicle on this 

cold winter day, he quietly says that “Someone is gonna need that tonight.” 

Those who witnesses this act of grace silently from inside the truck, including 

now the young woman who faced three desperate travelers in her own 

harrowing first–time encounter, know why he does this. They too have steeped 

in the region, and so developed a local, practical sophistication around its varied 

social and historical topographies. They know what it means to live within and 

to participate in the construction of this place at the same time, and they have 

nothing to add to the man’s comment; he has already said and done all that is 

necessary, and possible, in that subtle moment of folding and placement. 

 I began my narrative with my entry into the ethnographic and 

borderlands fields, with its focus on ecological restoration and collaborative 

conservation. I would like to think that what I have outlined here is the first stage 

of finding a way, practically–metaphorically, to couple the fields of conservation, 
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restoration, cultural memory, and hope within the borderlands. Collaborative 

conservation—the act of working together on both social and environmental 

issues, in spite of politics and histories and an uncertain present—depends upon 

trust, care and deliberation. At its foundation is hope for a good and noble 

conclusion to the work, but we need not worry ourselves with conclusions. Hope 

cannot be sustained in the absence of the smallest of momentary gestures and 

acts and things of the world, yet those can be the easiest to overlook when 

situated among larger, more visible phenomena. Caring for them can take the 

form of a poetics that identifies and then goes to work on the nature, forms, and 

laws of systems, such as through metaphor or ecology, and in many ways it must 

if we are to inhabit, build, and re–build places in common (Barrera 2003; Botkin 

1990; Gunderson and Holling 2002; Hagen 1992; Walters and Holling 1990). 

Limiting work on “the borderlands” to nationally defined geographies and 

geometries walls off other comparative and constructive possibilities (Cadava 

2013), and it is still possible that further re–mappings of new forms onto older 

ones can be accomplished in spite of the horrors that the United States and 

Mexican governments have in many ways supported, and most importantly 

tolerated, in the region.  

 The loose–knit set of conceptual orientations that I’ve presented here 

deserves further consideration as an assemblage, as does the contemporary 

borderlands where new material and collective and discursive relationships are 

always under formation and endlessly suggestive of inherent tensions, 
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heterogeneity, contingency, instability, partiality, and situatedness, but also of 

creative potentials (Collier and Ong 2005; Deleuze and Guattari 2007[1980]). 

Ecology is often defined as the branch of biology that considers the relationships 

among living organisms and their environment in such assemblages. The Greek 

root of the prefix, oikos, means house or dwelling, while the suffix references the 

logic or organizing principles that inhere in that house (Oxford English Dictionary 

Online). Ecology attends to the logic of the house where we and other beings 

dwell, and where objects and events and their intersections animate one another, 

and therefore also dwell. The suffix also indexes the logos, the story we tell about 

that dwelling experience and experiment, and the events that shape it. With these 

ideas as partial guides, we can position ourselves to witness, to re–visit Borges’s 

formulation for the micro–event, and so pick up on conditions of fragility and 

change, but with less deliberate attention to culture or to a specific social group, 

than to a form of humanism concerned primarily with human life in general. 

This is a highly appropriate approach to the territory at hand, to the 

contemporary borderlands moment and site, where new intersections and 

interstices suggest that what had seemed clear and familiar might be coming to 

an end, while other things uncertain and unprepared for promise to begin 

(Bennett 2004, 2010; Geertz 1996). 

 Under such conditions our observations, questions, and interactions must 

be deliberate and careful, but also relentlessly creative, in order to match the 

relentlessness and the force with which eruptions occur in daily life. Let us then 

continuously think and re–think the limits of experience, of where and how and 
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why things run into, but also through one another—babies’ shoes, firearms, 

mesquite trees hung with blankets and jackets, empty water bottles, discarded 

backpacks, bones, and crosses without end—and first ponder them, but then 

pivot on these things and head off in both new and very old directions of travel. 

Let us act with intention and make this work productive of some form of 

comprehension as we attempt to inhabit and report on this incredibly diversified 

form of dynamic equilibrium fully and with honesty, with fear and hope and 

horror and grace all co–incidental and right along side and within us, all of the 

time, and let us thereby be as prepared as we possibly can for the next encounter 

with a pair of white shoes. 
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APPENDIX A: COLLABORATING PARTNERS 
 
The following is a list of land management and other natural resource–related 
agencies with whom I have worked on ecological restoration planning and 
projects, and who therefore have directly informed my dissertation work either 
through interview, conversation, participant observation, or a combination: 
 
 Altar Valley Conservation Alliance 
 Arivaca Action Center 
 Arizona Game and Fish Department 
 Arizona–Sonora Desert Museum 
 Arizona State Land Department 
 Arizona Wildfire and Incident Management Academy 
 BioR Foundation 
 Buenos Aires National Wildlife Refuge  
 Bureau of Land Management 
 Cuenca los Ojos Foundation 
 Deep Dirt Farm Institute 
 Friends of Arivaca Cienega 
 Friends of the Santa Cruz River 
 Friends of Sonoita Creek 
 Hereford Natural Resources Conservation District 
 Hummingbird Monitoring Network 
 Malpais Borderlands Group 
 National Fish and Wildlife Foundation 
 Natural Resources Conservation Service 
 No More Deaths/People Helping People Arivaca 
 Patagonia Community Foundation 
 Pima County Natural Resources, Parks, and Recreation 
 Pima County Office of the Medical Examiner 
 San Bernardino National Wildlife Refuge 
 Santa Cruz Natural Resources Conservation District 
 Stream Dynamics 
 U.S. Border Patrol 
 U.S. Department of Agriculture/Agriculture Research Service 
 U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
 U.S. Geological Survey 
 The Nature Conservancy 
 The Sonoran Institute 
 The Walton Family Foundation 
 Watershed Management Group 
  



  
   
  175 

APPENDIX B: U.S. BORDER PATROL APPREHENSION AND SEIZURE 
STATISTICS 2012  
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