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 Teaching borderlands history to college undergraduates is a challenging task.
1
 For starters, 

college students are used to history classes organized by some kind of geopolitical boundary or 

uniformity: for example, the British Empire, the modern United States, or the history of Mexico. But 

when one takes the very boundaries themselves that separate such polities as primary subjects of 

inquiry, then new approaches are needed in the classroom. For example, in a borderlands history 

                                                        
1 An earlier version of this article first appeared as three separate blog entries on The Borderlands History Blog 
(borderlandshistory.wordpress.com). I would like to thank Jared Tamez, Andrae Marak, Benita Heiskanen, Ben Johnson, 

Jean Stuntz, Celeste Greene and the numerous people who read and responded to the blog posts in each entry’s “comments” 

section. This article would not have been possible without the great group of undergraduate students who took my U.S.-

Mexico borderlands history course in the spring of 2013—my sincerest thanks to them here. 
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course, what is the right balance between discussing different “bordered” lands or nations? How does 

one know, as an instructor, how to divide one’s time between the effects of cross-cultural interaction or 

collision on different empires or nation states? How much focus should one give to border crossers? 

This essay will address some of these important pedagogical issues. 

 Borderlands history explores what happens when different social groups, empires, or nation-

states come together and interact. The field thus includes imperial borderlands, where competing 

geopolitical entities either come together or clash over certain locales, as well as modern borderlands, 

where members of different nation-states interact in spaces where they abut one another. Clearly, 

phenomena in two such disparate settings can be quite different, depending on the concerns of the 

historical actors in question; the historiographical similarity, however, is that cross-cultural contact 

takes place in both settings. If the classroom is the primary vehicle by which academic history is passed 

on to the public, then borderlands historians should consider how to frame their undergraduate classes. 

As I see it, there are many different (and equally valid) approaches that an instructor can take. One 

could teach a course focusing solely on comparative imperial or colonial borderlands or comparative 

borderlands of modern nations. Similarly, one could teach a course focusing on one single border. For 

the course upon which I will reflect in this essay, I focused on a single borderlands space—the U.S.-

Mexico borderlands—from the colonial period up to the present. The course thus followed a strict 

narrative structure in one primary region. Having done so, however, I now see the merits of teaching 

borderlands history from a more comparative perspective. 

 There was already a borderlands class in the course catalog when I began my job in the 

Department of History at West Texas A&M University in August of 2012, although the course had not 

been taught for some time. The official title for the course was: “HIST 3366 – U.S.-Mexico Border 

Region.” This title, which denoted an entirely “regional” focus on the United States and Mexico, 
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seemed problematic to me. Since borderlands history, at its broadest, is about studying interactions 

between social groups, empires, and nation-states across space and time, my initial reaction was that a 

course focusing on the U.S.-Mexico border “region” was too limiting. In order to be able to expose my 

future students to some of the latest scholarship in the field, I filed the necessary paperwork to change 

the course title to “HIST 3366 – North American Borderlands History.” That way, I could advertise the 

course as I intended it be in the future: first, a course that begins with a significant focus on borderlands 

in North America prior to the drawing of modern international borderlines; and, second, a course that 

discusses the histories of the U.S.-Mexico and U.S.-Canada borders, their surrounding environs, and 

compares them. None of this is to argue that a course singularly focusing on the U.S.-Mexico 

borderlands—again, the approach that I took with the course analyzed for this essay—is a bad one.
2
 

 Nevertheless, I was anxious to offer an undergraduate borderlands history course, so I decided 

to press ahead with one focusing on the U.S.-Mexico borderlands in the spring of 2013, before the 

changes that I had pushed through in the course catalog had taken effect. The class met on Tuesdays 

and Thursdays for one hour and fifteen minutes. Fourteen students enrolled in the course, for which 

there were no prerequisites. Much to my surprise, there were few history majors in the class; I had 

several Spanish majors, though, who sought some extra grounding in the history and culture of the 

U.S.-Mexico borderlands. Most of the students were novices to the Latino experience in northern 

Mexico and the southwestern United States. The class makeup was predominantly Anglo; two Mexican 

American students enrolled in the class.  

                                                        
2 See, for a few examples, Alan Taylor, American Colonies: The Settling of North America (New York: Penguin, 2002); 

Sterling Evans, Bound in Twine: The History and Ecology of the Henequen-Wheat Complex for Mexico and the American 
and Canadian Plains, 1880-1950 (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2007); Evans, ed., The Borderlands of the 

Canadian and American Wests: Essays on Regional History of the Forty-Ninth Parallel (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 

Press, 2006); and, Andrew R. Graybill, Policing the Great Plains: Rangers, Mounties, and the North American Frontier, 

1875-1910 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2007). 
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 The students completed a number of assignments over the course of the semester. Aside from 

having a heavy class participation component as a part of their course grade, I required the students to 

complete six short primary-source analyses over the course of the semester. In addition, I also required 

the students to submit two longer papers (five to eight pages) in response to specific prompts. These 

questions required the students to relate broad analyses that encompassed as much of the course 

material and readings from the previous weeks’ class meetings as possible. For example, I asked the 

students questions that forced them to analyze the power dynamics of the French, Spanish, Comanches, 

and Apaches during the colonial period of the North American Southwest’s history. The students had to 

decide which group, if any, “controlled” the area to a greater degree than the others. For the second 

five-to-eight-page paper, I asked the students to consider whether Mexican-Anglo interaction along the 

U.S.-Mexico border during the second half of the nineteenth century could best be understood through 

the lens of conflict, compromise, or perhaps a bit of both. Finally, at the end of the semester, I asked 

the students to write a ten-to-twelve page introduction to a fictitious new edition of Luis Urrea’s Into 

the Beautiful North that made usage of all of the semester’s monographs and some primary sources. 

The purpose of this assignment was to display knowledge of U.S.-Mexico borderlands historiography 

by placing Urrea’s fictional work within the wider context of the academic literature. 

 My semester reading list, which included a number of books that I sincerely thought the 

students would enjoy, went as follows. 

1. Pekka Hämäläinen and Benjamin H. Johnson, Major Problems in the History of North 

American Borderlands:
3
 

 

This was my core text. Major Problems in the History of North American Borderlands is a 

primary-source reader that is full of terrific documents and essays. I steered much of the daily 

                                                        
3 Pekka Hämäläinen and Benjamin H. Johnson, eds. Major Problems in the History of North American Borderlands 

(Boston: Wadsworth/Cengage, 2012). 
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class discussions toward the documents, and the students seemed to generally find the book 

quite useful. Using a primary-source reader also made the daily reading assignments 

manageable; I assigned about eight to twelve pages of reading for most class meetings (aside 

from meetings in which we discussed monographs).  

2. Pekka Hämäläinen, The Comanche Empire:
4
 

We discussed The Comanche Empire over the course of one week’s worth of class time (or, two 

class meetings; we also discussed each of the following books in this list over the course of two 

separate class meetings). The Comanche Empire is not the easiest read, but a colleague of mine 

used it in a Native American History course and told me that his students responded to it well. 

Also, it is such an influential book in borderlands and Native American historiography that I 

could not imagine teaching a U.S.-Mexico borderlands history course without it. 

3. Jerry Thompson, Cortina: Defending the Mexican Name in Texas:
5
 

I always try to assign at least one good, straightforward “content” book in any upper-division 

class that I teach. This time, it was Jerry Thompson’s biography of Juan Cortina. The book is 

beautifully written, and Cortina is an important figure in South Texas border history (my own 

area of interest). Plus, I needed a deeper understanding of Cortina’s life for one of my current 

projects, so this offered me the perfect opportunity to read the book and spend some time 

discussing it with a group of engaged and intelligent students. 

4. Kelly Lytle Hernández, Migra! A History of the U.S. Border Patrol:
6
 

I was not initially sure how well Hernández’s book would go over with undergraduate students. 

It is full of terrific insights about the Border Patrol, but it is also complex and is likely most 

                                                        
4 Pekka Hämäläinen, The Comanche Empire (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008). 
5 Jerry Thompson, Cortina: Defending the Mexican Name in Texas (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2007). 
6 Kelly Lytle Hernández, Migra! A History of the U.S. Border Patrol (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010). 
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fully appreciated, I think, by people who already have a fairly strong grounding in borderlands 

historiography. A number of my students enjoyed Migra!, although it was not the most popular 

reading assignment on the syllabus. 

5. Luis Alberto Urrea, Into the Beautiful North:
7
 

I always like to assign a “fun” book in any upper-division undergraduate course; Urrea’s novel 

was that book for my U.S.-Mexico Borderlands History class. We read it toward the end of the 

semester. This is probably my favorite Urrea novel; the plot consists of a group of young girls 

from a fictitious Mexican town in Sinaloa who cross the border illegally to seek out Mexican 

men in the United States to protect their town from drug cartels. This book is an absolute page-

turner and I would recommend it to anyone interested in the history of the modern U.S.-Mexico 

border. 

 My students, naturally, reacted to each reading assignment in a variety of ways. I always tell my 

students in upper-division courses to “memo read” books rather than read them like they are novels 

(unless, of course, the book in question actually is a novel). This, I have found, usually allays whatever 

fears students have in terms of handling the reading load. It is an effective pedagogical tool that 

actually encourages greater effort to dig through and understand whatever reading is at hand. 

Conveying that I do not expect my students to read every single word in a book seems to relax them for 

class discussion; if students can avoid any sense of guilt about not having absorbed a book’s every 

detail, then they, in turn, will still be confident that they have something to contribute during class. Our 

class discussions were always fruitful, due at least in small part to taking this approach to the readings. 

 The Comanche Empire was a huge hit. As I walked into class that first day we were to discuss 

Hämäläinen’s book, two of the students instantly told me that they were frustrated. I immediately felt 

                                                        
7 Luis Alberto Urrea, Into the Beautiful North (New York: Little, Brown, and Company, 2009). 
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apprehensive. Much to my delight, however, these two students who spoke up were not frustrated with 

the book itself: they were frustrated that necessity forced them to “memo read” the book in order to get 

the reading assignment done on time. In other words, these two particular students liked the book so 

much that they wished they could have spent even more time reading it than they did. We spent the 

following two days on the book, and the general group consensus was that The Comanche Empire 

offers a paradigm shift for borderlands historiography, placing Comanches at the center of colonial 

Southwestern history, instead of the Spanish or French. I am quite certain that I will use The Comanche 

Empire when I teach this course again. 

 I assumed before the semester started that the students would absolutely love Jerry Thompson’s 

biography of Juan Cortina. There is much to admire: Cortina’s is a dramatic story, told by an elegant 

writer. I assigned Cortina mainly because of its content and readability. My assumption was that the 

students would thirst for straightforward narrative history after having read a book as complex as The 

Comanche Empire. Juan Cortina’s story also embodies some of the most important elements of 

nineteenth-century Texas-Mexico borderlands history, including Anglo racism against ethnic 

Mexicans, Tejano land loss, and the wanton cruelty of the Texas Rangers. As such, the book’s content 

is critical for U.S.-Mexico borderlands students to learn. Placing Juan Cortina’s story alongside a fine 

essay by Miguel González in an anthology entitled Bridging National Borders (González’s essay 

argues that Anglo-Mexican cooperation in building the Texas-Mexico borderlands in the late 

nineteenth century needs to be highlighted above racial conflict) provided for some really nice 

discussion about the “messiness” of life along the border in Texas after 1848.
8
  

                                                        
8 Miguel Ángel González-Quiroga, “Conflict and Cooperation in the Making of Texas-Mexico Border Society,” essay in 

Benjamin H. Johnson and Andrew R. Graybill, eds., Bridging National Borders in North America: Comparative and 

Transnational Histories (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010), 33-58. 
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 As useful, interesting, and important as Cortina’s story is, I am now of the mind that devoting 

two whole days to it was too much. Also, much to my surprise, a number of the students said that they 

preferred The Comanche Empire over Cortina, mainly because the former is more argument driven 

than the latter. There were some students, however, who preferred Thompson’s book because of its 

general readability. This feedback led me to decide not use Cortina the next time I teach borderlands 

history, although that does not mean that I will never use it again in a future class. Instead, I would like 

to give the students something that focuses on conflict in a late-nineteenth century border region a bit 

more broadly and analytically. Elliot Young’s fine book on Catarino Garza immediately comes to 

mind, but there are certainly a number of other possibilities.
9
  

 The students also read several of the articles in the Major Problems reader. Probably the biggest 

disappointment of the semester was our class discussion on Jeremy Adelman and Stephen Aron’s now-

famous article on borderlands history in a 1999 edition of the American Historical Review (AHR). This 

article is somewhat of a classic in modern borderlands historiography, so I thought it would be a nice 

early semester lead-in to some of the questions that modern borderlands historians tend to ask.
10

 

 Unfortunately, however, “From Borderlands to Borders” did not go over well. The students 

disliked it and found it unclear. One of the students interestingly pointed out that Adelman and Aron’s 

model for understanding the creation of modern borders seemed to neglect the existence of Indian 

historical agency. When I told the student that Pekka Hämäläinen and John R. Wunder had made a very 

similar critique in a scathing response in an American Historical Review forum that followed Adelman 

and Aron’s article, the student was understandably very pleased.
11

 

                                                        
9 Elliott Young, Catarino Garza’s Revolution on the Texas-Mexico Border (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004). 
10 Jeremy Adelman and Stephen Aron, “From Borderlands to Borders: Empires, Nation-States, and the Peoples In Between 

in North American History,” American Historical Review 104, no. 3 (June, 1999), 814-841. 
11 John R. Wunder and Pekka Hämäläinen, “Of Lethal Places and Lethal Essays,” American Historical Review 104, no. 4 

(October, 1999), 1229-1234. 
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 I led the students through the main points of the Adelman and Aron article rather than leading a 

discussion on it, but it still was not fruitful.  What I plan to do when I next teach borderlands history is 

assign Benjamin H. Johnson and Andy R. Graybill’s introduction to Bridging National Borders along 

with Elliott Young and Samuel Truett’s introduction to Continental Crossroads.
12

 I did not assign 

either essay for my U.S.-Mexico borderlands history class, but I utilized both for class during the first 

week of the semester in order to sketch the larger structure of borderlands historiography for the 

students. Both articles paired together provide an overview of how borderlands history has evolved 

over the years. 

 In addition to the above readings, the students watched a number of films related to the border 

and Mexican-American interaction over time. I assigned these to be watched on an individual basis in 

our university library (rather than watching them in class, which, I believed, would have used too much 

valuable classtime). The students, in turn, briefly reported on the movies in class. Our movie list 

included the following: Fernando de Fuentes’ classic, “Vamonos con Pancho Villa”; Serio Einstein’s 

1931 film “Qué viva México!”; Antonio Banderas in, “And Starring Pancho Villa as Himself”; a 

documentary entitled “Geronimo and the Apache Resistance”; Jennifer Lopez in “Bordertown”; as well 

as a few other films related to the history of the U.S. Southwest. 

 The myriad experiences and student reactions to the different elements of the course had by the 

end of the semester caused me to reflect on the basic quality of the class as a whole. As stated earlier, I 

began the semester feeling limited in that I could not make this class more continental in scope. What I 

envisioned, essentially, was a course that spent roughly equivalent time addressing imperial 

borderlands in North America, the U.S.-Mexico border, and the U.S.-Canada border. Upon finishing 

                                                        
12 Benjamin H. Johnson and Andrew R. Graybill, “Borders and their Historians in North America,” in, Johnson and 

Graybill, eds., Bridging National Borders in North America, 1-29; Samuel Truett and Elliott Young, “Making Transnational 

History: Nations, Regions, and Borderlands,” in, Truett and Young, eds., Continental Crossroads: Remapping U.S.-Mexico 

Borderlands History (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004), 1-32. 
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my first borderlands course, however, I have become more sensitive to the fact that courses on the 

U.S.-Mexico border and comparative borderlands history courses are both valuable in unique ways. 

The two major lessons that I learned in teaching this class (aside from the many smaller ones) are: one, 

having a junior-level borderlands course focused primarily on the U.S.-Mexico borderlands is 

extremely important, given the border’s role in the lives of millions of Mexican immigrants in the 

United States and its status as a flashpoint in American politics; and, two, I also learned to never again 

naively think that I know exactly how I want to teach a course before actually having tested my pre-

conceived notions in the classroom.  

 History, I think, is at its most powerful when narrative structure is respected and remains intact. 

An undergraduate continental borderlands course, I now believe, would require sacrificing at least 

some important content for the sake of comparative insight. The lived experiences of U.S.-Mexico 

borderlanders must be remembered and respected. Hardship, toil, and sacrifice have marked the people 

whose lives have been most significantly and directly affected (or, in many cases, bisected) by the 

U.S.-Mexico borderline. The content of the course and the students’ deep interest in it caused me to 

realize that having an undergraduate course specifically on U.S.-Mexico borderlands history is 

especially important for any university history department: especially if that department is located in 

the U.S. Southwest. 

 Still, a few words on the importance of content and the occasional “comparative turn,” even in a 

“single-border” class, are relevant. We began the semester focusing on the Spanish period. Sacrificing 

historical content from the colonial period of the North American Southwest would be a travesty; the 

content from this period is too important to risk blurring it by casting one’s net over continental 

imperial borderlands history too widely. Our class discussed a number of important phenomena from 
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the colonial period, including cultural conflict, syncretism, and the ramifications of Spanish 

colonialism for Native Americans.  

 But there was at least some room at this early point for larger, comparative questions. For 

example, how did the experience of living on the Spanish frontier compare to life in New England or 

New France? Those regions are, of course, important in their own right, but a brief foray into 

comparative history helped my class learn even more about life in our primary area of concern. We 

concluded this early section of the course, again, with a fruitful discussion of Pekka Hämäläinen’s The 

Comanche Empire, which, historiographically speaking, provided for excellent discussions of not only 

the nature of power relationships in a borderlands setting, but also the erroneous assumptions about 

Native Americans that previous generations of scholars of the North American Southwest have made.  

 The richness of the material only continued as we explored the nineteenth century and the 

founding of the modern borderline. Again, this period explored conflict and syncretism during a time 

when Mexicans, Native Americans, and Americans came together and interacted. We moved from the 

Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo into the process of land-loss, white American colonization and the 

systematizing of Jim Crow-style discrimination in places like deep South Texas (again, a particular 

area of interest of mine) and other locales, such as southern Arizona. I was impressed with my 

students’ abilities at honing deep understandings of the complexities of social and cultural collision.
13

 

Cross-cultural interaction and cooperation between whites and ethnic Mexicans in South Texas was not 

lost under the larger and more painfully visible phenomenon of Anglo-Mexican conflict and the 

predatory nature of white American dominance of this once-Mexican space. The border’s relative 

“openness” in the nineteenth century came to be challenged when Chinese immigration became (for the 

                                                        
13 For a history of Mexican-Anglo relations in South Texas, see, Timothy Paul Bowman, “Blood Oranges: Citriculture, 
Colonialism, and the Making of Anglo-American Identity in the Lower Rio Grande Valley Borderlands during the 

Twentieth Century,” (Ph.D. dissertation, Southern Methodist University, 2011); for an excellent history of race and 

ethnicity in twentieth-century southern Arizona, see, Katherine Benton-Cohen, Racial Division and Labor War in the 

Arizona Borderlands (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009). 
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most part) illegal in 1882; still, establishing the open nature of the nineteenth-century U.S.-Mexico 

border is essential to understanding how the nature of life in the borderlands changed during the 

twentieth century. 

 Again, by the time one gets to the end of the nineteenth century in U.S.-Mexico borderlands 

history it is useful to take a diversion into some comparative analysis. Our class spent some time 

discussing the experiences of ethnic Mexicans in the nineteenth-century borderlands and Native 

Americans throughout the U.S. West. How were their experiences similar? How did they differ? When 

placed together, the experiences of ethnic Mexicans and Native Americans in the nineteenth-century 

borderlands and U.S. West are quite revealing and tell us as historians much about the nature of life and 

race in the United States during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

 The twentieth-century U.S.-Mexico borderlands are of special interest to many Americans. Our 

class engaged in some of these discussions: When did Americans start thinking about ways to “close” 

what had historically been an “open” border? Why did Americans want to close it? Why did Mexicans 

become the iconic illegal immigrants in American society when in fact there were plenty of illegal 

immigrants in the twentieth century who were not from Mexico or Latin America at all? These 

questions are obviously important to contextualize within the larger context of “both borders.” Also, 

why did Americans in the twentieth century not have the same sorts of fears of the U.S.-Canada border 

as they did of the southern border? Why did Americans also not clamor to “close” the northern border 

to the same degree as the southern one? These are all simple questions that can really produce some 

great classroom discussion. 

 We ended our course discussing the effects of the September 11, 2001 terror attacks on the 

modern U.S.-Mexico border. Discussing globalization and the modern border clearly go hand-in-hand. 

With the continuously massive numbers of deportations taking place across the country, it is imperative 



13 
 

© 2014 The Middle Ground Journal   Number 8, Spring 2014 
See Submission Guidelines page for the journal's not-for-profit educational open-access policy 
 

that Americans be educated on the history of the border and the lives of the countless millions of 

Mexicans, Mexican Americans, and Anglo Americans who are challenged by it in some way every 

single day.  

 It is interesting to think how relatively different this class turned out from what I had initially 

expected. What ultimately made the class so enjoyable for me was having a group of polite, fun, and 

engaging students. Comparative analysis or the occasional “continental turn” proved important, but 

still, I came away from this class not wanting to neglect to cover the many crucial topics that relate 

specifically to the U.S.-Mexico border (illegal immigration, deportation, the Bracero Program, 

Operation Wetback, the Chicano Movement, U.S. westward expansion, or Chinese Exclusion, to name 

a few). Clearly, there are many important historical phenomena related to the U.S.-Mexico border of 

which a modern and informed citizenry should be aware. Context and comparative analysis are 

important. I am most intrigued to see how or if my thoughts will change when I teach “North American 

Borderlands History” as a part of the course catalog at my university. I cannot help but wonder if 

teaching some kind of a comparative borderlands history course and a U.S.-Mexico borderlands history 

course would be the best course of action. Each approach has its merits—maybe it would be useful at 

least to consider offering both as independent courses.  

 Either way, it is a pleasure and an honor to share my passion for this field with my students. It is 

beyond any shadow of a doubt that other practitioners in this exciting field feel the same way as I do, 

whether they teach the U.S.-Mexico border or one of the many other borders that are important in the 

world today. As the relatively young field of borderlands history grows, many approaches will be taken 

to convey it in fun and interesting ways in college classrooms. Excitement for the field will remain as 

long as we historians continue to think critically about the ways we approach the subject of borderlands 



14 
 

© 2014 The Middle Ground Journal   Number 8, Spring 2014 
See Submission Guidelines page for the journal's not-for-profit educational open-access policy 
 

history in our teaching. The twenty-first century promises to be an exciting time to teach borderlands 

history. 

 


