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Peter Onuf: From VFH radio and history.com, this is the podcast of BackStory with us, the 
American History Guys. I'm Peter Onuf, 18th century guy.

Ed Ayers: I'm Ed Ayers, 19th century guy.

Brian Balogh: And I'm Brian Balogh, 20th century history guy.

Peter Onuf: Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, Chile, Belize, and 
Mexico all celebrate their birthday this September. 1821 was the year that each 
of those nations declared their independence, and 1968 was when the joint 
birthday was first marked officially in the US, in what was then dubbed Hispanic 
Heritage Week.

Ed Ayers: Since then, America's Hispanic population has jumped dramatically, going from 
less than 5% of the total population to more than 15% today, and Hispanic 
Heritage Week has become Hispanic Heritage Month.

Brian Balogh: On today's podcast, we're marking Hispanic Heritage Month by looking at the 
history of the US-Mexico border. Why? Because the way most people see it, 
that border is essentially what defines people as Hispanic. If your family has 
roots south of the border, you're Hispanic. If you don't, you're not. Now you'll 
remember that I'm the 20th century guy here, and all through my century the 
line on the map has looked the same. It runs the length of the Rio Grande river, 
continuing on through the desert all the way out to the Pacific. But I have the 
distinct impression that it wasn't always so clear cut. Am I wrong, Peter?

Peter Onuf: No, Brian, you're exactly right, and if you look at it from the vantage point of my 
century, the 18th century, lines on maps are not lines people live by. 
Throughout most of American history, we don't talk about borders, we talk 
about borderlands. We talk about the middle ground. We talk about the country 
between centers of power and jurisdictional authority, areas that are either 
lawless or subject to customary law among the peoples who live there. But you 
can't have a border until you have the coercive apparatus of a modern state. It 
all comes together, Brian, and it comes together in your century, and certainly in 
Ed's century as well.

Brian Balogh: And Ed, it seems that war is one way of kind of clarifying or bringing together 
the movements of people and those formal boundaries. Could you tell me 
something about the Mexican-American war?

Ed Ayers: Yeah, because here's a really clear example of people deciding where the line 
needed to be and then fighting a war over it. For decades, there had been a lot 
of contestation between Anglos and Mexicans in what is now Texas. People 
were flowing in there, recognizing this as some of the richest cotton lands in 
North America, taking in slave property with them, pushing out indigenous 
people, warring with the Comanches, and it was a mess. In the meantime, the 
people in Mexico are trying to create their nation. They are outlawing slavery 
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from it, but slavery is growing there in the northern part of Mexico, which is 
today's Texas. And so everything was at play, okay? The territorial boundaries of 
the United States, the future of slavery, the future of Mexico, and so finally in 
the 1840s, American president said we've got to bring resolution to this, and the 
only way to do this, really, is to fight a war with Mexico and settle it once and 
for all.

Brian Balogh: So Ed, what happened?

Ed Ayers: Well, the short version of it is the Americans won. It really wasn't a very long 
war, had a lot of dramatic twists and turns, but the bottom line was that when it 
was over a line had been drawn on the ground, or it actually in the water as it 
turns out, following the path of the Rio Grande, and a lot of people who had 
been Mexicans before, Tejanos, Mexicans who lived in Texas, suddenly found 
themselves in the United States, and they found themselves in-

Brian Balogh: Without going anywhere.

Ed Ayers: Exactly. The ground had literally shifted beneath their feet. And ever since then, 
there's been obviously a very strong Mexican influence throughout Texas in 
everything from its language to its cooking to cowboys and all these kinds of 
things. On the other hand, Mexicans have been resentful that so many of their 
people and so much of their land was taken in a war that really didn't seem to 
be fought about much more than the expansion of American claims in North 
America.

Brian Balogh: Ed told us about the Mexican-American war, when we win that was there a 
concern that incorporating all of these Mexicans is going to change the 
character of the nation?

Peter Onuf: Well, you bet there was a concern, and there was concern earlier with the 
Louisiana Purchase, and that statehood maybe wouldn't come right away to 
those people in Louisiana. Too many French, or actually Spanish people in New 
Orleans. Well, in the new annexed territories out of from the Mexican war, 
there were, of course, lots of Spanish speakers, Hispanicized Indians like the 
Pueblo, and there was great concern that these people simply weren't going to 
be ready for statehood, and they weren't until 1912, the longest probationary 
period in American history, and it was precisely because the population was 
considered a risky population.

Brian Balogh: We needed more real Americans.

Peter Onuf: We needed more Anglos. And it was only when the Anglo populations grew 
large enough that not one but two states could be created out of the New 
Mexico territory. That's New Mexico and Arizona in 1912.

Brian Balogh: Yes, and that concern remains nonetheless in Arizona.
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Peter Onuf: Well, but you know, the interesting thing is that Arizona is not what it used to 
be.

Brian Balogh: No.

Peter Onuf: With the growth of the Hispanic population, not only in those states, but 
throughout the United States, there's the very question of who we are, that is, 
who's the us that's worried about the other? Well, we are the other, more and 
more, and I think some of the anxiety about the border is a result of that 
confusion, fundamental confusion, about the character of the American people.

Ed Ayers: We know one reason for that is because the border has moved throughout the 
United States, and Mexican Americans now live in every state in the United 
States, and it seems that the border land now goes all the way to the Canadian 
border, so in some ways that the United States feels like one giant borderland.

Brian Balogh: And yet, Ed, there are plenty of people who insist that the border's exactly what 
it appears to be on the map, and it should be enforced just like that, something 
we'll hear more about in part two of this podcast. You'll find a link to that at 
history.com and backstoryradio.org. This is borderlands and bordered lands, a 
special podcast from BackStory with the American History Guys and 
history.com. See you in part two.

Tony Field: Hi, I'm Tony Field, producer of BackStory, here to welcome new listeners and 
remind all of you that we depend on the support of people like you to keep this 
podcast coming to you for free. If you like what you hear, consider helping us 
out with a contribution, say $12. That would be just $1 for each of our hour long 
monthly episodes. It's easy to give, just look for the link in the bottom right 
hand corner of our website, BackStoryradio.org. Remember, BackStory isn't just 
a podcast, it's a radio show too. If it's not yet available in your listening area, 
and you'd like it to be, contact your local public radio station and let them know. 
Now, back to the show.

Brian Balogh: This is part two of borderlands and bordered lands, a special podcast from 
BackStory with the American History Guys and history.com. I'm Brian Balogh, 
BackStory's 20th century guy.

Ed Ayers: I'm Ed Ayers, the 19th century guy.

Peter Onuf: And I'm Peter Onuf, 18th century history guy. We're marking Hispanic Heritage 
Month with an in-depth look at the US-Mexico border, and how it's changed 
across all three of our centuries. As we heard in part one, the current border 
was established in 1848 as a result of the Mexican-American war, so it might 
surprise you to hear that the border patrol, well, it didn't come into being until 
more than three quarters of a century later, in 1924.
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Brian Balogh: There's a historian out at UCLA named Kelly Lytle Hernandez, who's written a 
book about the border patrol's early days. She told me that there's a specific 
reason the border patrol came about when it did. The federal government had 
just passed the single most comprehensive immigration law there had ever 
been, and needed somebody to enforce it.

Kelly Lytle H.: According to the Immigration Act of 1924, a large number of people were 
prohibited from entering the United States. Epileptics, people with contagious 
diseases, anarchists, prostitutes, anyone with a criminal record.

Brian Balogh: The feebleminded.

Kelly Lytle H.: The feebleminded, anyone who is likely to become poor. I mean, this is a very 
broad category, and then you also have the racial restrictions upon all persons 
of Asian origin. In addition to that, you have numerical limitations, the number 
of people allowed to enter the United States from certain regions, and the vast 
majority of slots in terms of the National Origins Act, the numerical limitations, 
were given to people from western Europe. So when the US Border Patrol was 
established, they're given the job of enforcing all of these restrictions. It is a 
massive, and I would say impossible, mandate.

Brian Balogh: Now, how did that law actually treat Mexicans?

Kelly Lytle H.: Mexicans were exempt from the numerical limitations.

Brian Balogh: Interesting.

Kelly Lytle H.: That's a very good question. We really need to remember this, that in the 
National Origins Act of 1924, Mexicans were not targeted. That if you were to 
look at the Immigration Act of 1924, you would assume that the primary targets 
of US immigration law enforcement would be Asians and southern Europeans. 
But that's not what happened. This is the importance of history. We have to go 
out and find out how the difference between immigration law and immigration 
law enforcement developed over time.

Brian Balogh: So, who became a border patrol officer?

Kelly Lytle H.: This is a really important question, because the men who became border patrol 
officers, for the most part, were working class white men from the area. They 
had eclectic working class backgrounds. They had worked as ticket takers at the 
movie show, as tram operators. They, for the most part, did not own land, and 
had not worked in agriculture. Many people in this group of working class white 
men were opposed to unrestricted Mexican immigration. They found it to be a 
source of competition in the labor market. And so, when these men were hired 
as immigration law enforcement officers and told to go out there and 
comprehensively enforce immigration restrictions, which was an impossibility, 
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their form of interpretation of the law meant that they focused their energies 
upon policing Mexican immigrants.

This is that pivotal turn between the Immigration Act of 1924 and the way the 
immigration law enforcement developed. It happened through the officers and 
their interpretation of the law, not just because they thought it was a source of 
competition in the labor force, but also because it was a source of enormous 
power. Agribusiness dominated the southwestern United States and the 
development of that region, and once they gained the power to manage the 
flow of Mexican workers, they went from working class white men, who many 
regard as white trash, to people who had power in the region, who could turn 
on and off the flow of Mexican workers.

Brian Balogh: Now, when we were talking about borders more abstractly, we decided that 
there was this natural flow of people and commerce which simply wasn't 
contained or defined by a border, but then there were also these legal entities 
called borders that tended to be hardened during times of war, for instance. 
You seem to have introduced a third very important factor here, and those are 
the communities of primarily men who are actually charged with regulating the 
border. Do you think that's a fair summary, and how would you change that?

Kelly Lytle H.: Yeah, I do think that's a fair summary. I think that I would complexify the notion 
of natural migrations and natural movements, in the sense that Mexican 
immigration to the United States is jump started by the establishment of 
railroads.

Brian Balogh: Yes.

Kelly Lytle H.: There's nothing natural about railroads, and so we have to understand the way 
in which the penetration of US, and at that point British capital, into central 
Mexico, which is really the major sending region, generated the rise of mass 
migration. With that said, the border itself then becomes another almost 
counter-disruption that is supposed to limit how people move across these 
borders. And these officers are given this impossible job of stopping migration 
across that national boundary, that had been in place, those migrations had 
been in place since the establishment of those railroads.

Brian Balogh: And why is this such an impossible job? Is it because of the lure of the market?

Kelly Lytle H.: Well, I think it's an impossible job. One, yeah, because of the rise of global 
capital and the disruptions in land ownership in Mexico, and the ability after 
that to earn a wage that people can raise their families on, or the imbalance in 
wages between Mexico and United States, where it's not simply that you can't 
earn enough in Mexico, but that you could earn more in the United States. So to 
try to stop people from providing for their families, is really hard to do, and 
people are going to find a way to do it.
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Brian Balogh: We have been talking to Kelly Lytle Hernandez, who is an associate professor of 
history at UCLA. Her new book is called Migra!: A History Of The US Border 
Patrol, and Professor Hernandez is also the Associate Director of the National 
Center for History in the Schools. Thank you so much for joining us today.

Kelly Lytle H.: Oh, and thank you for having me.

Brian Balogh: Peter, before we wrap up, I want to go back to something you said in the first 
part of this podcast. You said that borders are meaningless until you have, and 
these are your words, "a coercive apparatus of the modern state." Having 
listened to that interview, would you say that it was really the border patrol, 
rather than this little war back in Ed's 19th century, that really made the border 
what it is today?

Peter Onuf: Well, Brian, I think it's one of the very important things, and what that great 
interview suggested is that that abstraction of mine, coercive apparatus, really 
means people, people who exercise power. Now it's the border patrol, but it's, 
I'd say, also of course it's customs. It's other ways in which the border 
materializes, becomes concrete in a way, becomes something like that wall 
that's being now built between the US and Mexico.

Brian Balogh: Yeah. Well, speaking of walls, Peter, we've hit one here for the end of this 
podcast. We'll post some further reading on the history of the US-Mexico 
border at our website, BackStoryradio.org, and you'll find a whole lot of other 
great multimedia content on the history of Hispanics in the US at history.com. 
Thanks for listening.

Ed Ayers: Today's podcast was produced at the Virginia Foundation for the Humanities by 
Tony Field, with help from Catherine Moore. Gaby Alter composed our theme. 
BackStory's executive producer is Andrew Wyndham.
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