
 

I am still struck by Professor Staudt’s statement “the toleration of ambiguity and 

contradiction is an intellectual accomplishment”. When I initially chose to come to this NEH 

program on Binationalism in the Chihauhan Desert I was hoping to gain a clear understanding of 

the border experience and especially the impact of the construction of the wall on the people of 

this region. However, as with any good learning experience, I am find myself walking away with 

more questions than I had coming into the program.  

It is unfortunate that the dominant narrative perpetuated in the media often goes 

unchallenged and unquestioned especially by students learning about their own history. The 

dominant narrative is often used to perpetuate agendas and policies that can oppress. When the 

history of Mexico and its relationship with the United States is underemphasized in education, 

policies like the construction of the wall can be easier to justify. When we fail to acknowledge 

the perspective of others, it’s easier to dehumanize and therefore ignore the plight of the “other 

side”.  

Yet, when I consider the other perspectives, I find the solutions and story to be more, not 

less, complicated. There are contradictions and that does not necessarily mean that one 

perspective is right or wrong, better or worse, more or less valid. The border is a metaphor for 

the fact that there are two sides - at least -  to the construction of a story.  

Being a teacher of both mathematics and social studies, I have learned to embrace 

different ways of understanding and capturing the human experience. From the mathematical 

standpoint, data and analysis can be impersonal, often dehumanizing. When I reduce a collective 

history to a single graph or expression, when I make seemingly trivial decisions about the way I 

present that story, I need to consider the impact. I hope that my students, from the lessons I have 



crafted, can learn to be more critical about the way that data perpetuates or can deconstruct 

various narratives. Math is not objective. It’s not one right answer. It’s not cut and dry.  

The lectures on oral history had me questioning what “counts” as legitimate evidence. In 

particular, when we think about the history of the Mexican American border - evidence used to 

construct that history is based on government documents, written texts/diaries, photographs. 

Who had access to these sources at the time: the powerful, the wealthy, the educated. Who’s 

story is presented and how might it be misrepresented? If history textbooks were truly reflective 

of the people of this world, it would be filled with stories of women, poor people, workers, 

children, people of color, slaves, and the colonized. How do we make absence visible?  

On a personal level, as an Arab, Iraqi, Muslim, female American, I carry multiple 

identities and I appreciated the parallels to the lived experiences of individuals living in El Paso. 

The city itself is a relic of these multiple layers and histories, of competing interests and agendas, 

of competing ethics and morals. The interview with Antonia Morales, the longtime resident of 

EL Segundo Barrio, had me explore the ways that physical space can capture an communities 

identity. By constructing the Arena, by demolishing a neighborhood, we are wiping away an 

entire history and community. She said, “These buildings may be ugly like here, but they are 

resistant.” As a civilization evolves, what is the balance between preservation and conservation 

of cultures and places?  

I am eternally grateful for my experience here in the Chihuahuan Desert. I have been 

exposed to a different side of the world and have gained not only an understanding but an 

appreciation of the frontera, of this “third country” as Monica Perales says: The US-Mexico 

border [is] una herida abierta where 3rd world grates against the first and bleeds. And before a 



scab forms, it hemorrhages again, the lifeblood of the 2 worlds merging to form a 3rd country, a 

border country.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 


