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I enrolled in “Tales From the Chihuahuan Desert: Borderlands Narratives” in order to deepen my 

understanding of place and culture in the liminal area between the United States and Mexico. This 

fraught and contested landscape, with its layered identities and allegiances, is a place of encounter and 

transition, both a highway and a crossroads, where geopolitical realities and rhetoric collide with 

everyday life. While some Americans see the Mexican border as a place of delineation, where one 

identity ends and another begins, others see the border as a place of synthesis, where a distinct identity 

is formed through contact, and still others see the border as a testing ground to cross in search of a 

different life. For some North Americans, the border itself is an intrusion into a pre-existing identity; the 

experience of the Tohono O’odham Nation, whose lands in Arizona and Sonora State encompass the 

border and would be further divided by a border wall, illustrates only one way in which historical 

boundaries come into conflict with the boundaries dictated by other histories.  

My own experience as a native in a city of migrants makes me especially curious about the 

experiences of people who live permanently in liminal spaces. I am a white woman who grew up in New 

York City, a diverse and vibrant place of encounter, during the 1980s and 1990s. My mother was from 

Alabama, my father grew up on the Maine coast, and I spent my school holidays moving between these 

two dissimilar regions in an uneasy rhythm. As a New Yorker, I know that places of transition can also, 

paradoxically, be places of fierce connection to both the land (in our case, the concrete) and the 

community. Even as my parents’ friends boxed up their possessions for the suburbs, I saw my parents 

recommit to living in New York, thriving in the city’s diversity and sense of possibility. A found family of 

neighbors, friends, schoolmates, and colleagues made the city a warm and close-knit place for us to live. 

For the past eight years, I have taught Upper School English to grades 9, 10, and 12 at an all-girls 

K-12 independent school in New York. A major objective of my work is to expose students to voices and 



stories that they might not otherwise hear. The School’s articulated values include social and historical 

literacy, global awareness, and cross-cultural skills. 

In support of these values, I am in the process of designing an Advanced English course for 

Grade 12 students that will focus on the literature and theory of migration. The course will think about 

the successes and failings of the nation-state as a method of social organization, about the pressures of 

migration on that model, and on ways that communities form and splinter as a result of external and 

internal pressures. Fiction texts for this course may include Hala Alyan’s Salt Houses, which explores the 

disruption of a Palestinian refugee family and their efforts to maintain and transmit their culture; Andre 

Dubus III’s House of Sand and Fog, in which an Iranian immigrant and an American woman clash over 

their overlapping claims to a house by the sea; Joe Murphy and Joe Robertson’s The Jungle, a 2018 play 

about the community formed around the Afghan Restaurant at the Calais refugee camp; Mohsin 

Hamid’s Exit West, a magical realist novel exploring the experience of a group of refugees; and Omar el-

Akkad’s American War, a work of speculative fiction that imagines the United States shrunk by climate 

change, riven by civil war, and scattered by migration. Nonfiction texts might include The Far-Away 

Brothers by Lauren Markham and Valeria Luiselli’s Tell Me How It Ends. Critical texts would include 

excerpts from the recent anthology Critical Perspectives on Migration in the 21st Century. I don’t think 

that it’s possible to teach a course on binationalism without thinking about ways that the US-Mexico 

borderlands and the El Paso-Ciudad Juarez metroplex act as a generative place of encounter, and this 

course helped me to think critically about place and identity in a powerful way.  

The most difficult part of my unit development process was to stop researching and start 

planning! The materials I encountered every day in the course were so interesting, and my classmates 

kept bringing new creative and critical texts to my attention, and I kept coming up with more ideas of 

ways that I could incorporate them into my curriculum. In the end, I limited myself to one four-day unit 

that could be embedded within a broader course.  



In the eyes of many Americans, the image of the migrant is a figure of deracination constructed 

largely by the fear of obsolescence and vulnerability. I hope that this unit helps students to recognize 

migrants as complex, diverse people who, like most of us, make decisions under the constraints of 

circumstances that they largely do not control; to understand how the social, cultural, political, and 

economic interrelation of the American continents has created those circumstances; and to see 

themselves as active, principled, and self-aware participants in what Luiselli calls “the great theater of 

belonging” that is the United States.  

As a teacher, I often think of Toni Morrison’s exhortation: “Your real job is that if you are free, 

you need to free somebody else. If you have some power, then your job is to empower somebody else.” 

Luiselli herself is an inspiring example of this principle, and I hope I have helped to make her text and its 

historical and political context more accessible to other teachers. 

  

 


