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The paper in turn is a discussion paper aiming to start a conversation to further on the transitory 

nature of borders by presenting the study case of a borderline “Shadow Nation” (Duthu 2013); 

a Nation within Nations whose tribal sovereignty, overlaps on the legal pluralism implicated on 

being settled between the US and Mexico in the State of Arizona US and the Desert of Sonora 

in Mexico. Lines have been moved back and forward across their territory, imposed by interests 

of others.  

In January 2017 TTON made headlines by publicly manifesting their opposition to the 

construction of a border wall in the 100 km borderline territory they shared with Mexico and 

US (The Guardian 2017).  The desideratum, to preserve the free movement on their ancestral 

territory and the claim for refusal against a hamstring wall lays on their legitimate First nation 

right. The overlapping of their unique geographical location has been an imposition and a 

consequence of history. A simple matter was drawn, foreigners claimed their land and outlined 

borders in what was/is territory of TTON and making them their own  

The historical presence of TTON in the borderland region precedes the Mexican and 

the US formation, thus in the following lines I intend to use a hemispheric approach to layout 

the claim against an imposed wall on TTON territory and in the process highlight the transitory 

nature of borderlines.  

The Tohono O'odham history antecedes the “invention of America” (O'Gorman 1974) 

the first documented encounter with Europeans can be traced back to the sixteenth century 

when a Jesuit Mission arrived to TTON land with the purpose of introducing Christianism. 

(Tohono O'odham Nation, 2016). Synchronicity framing specks in the same period historical 
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events in the North and South of the TTON territory, this happening will evolve to the 

manufacture of the US and Mexico neighbor nations, as well as the unsolicited inclusion of the 

TTON as a domestic dependent nation. (Johansen 2008) 

Following on in the eighteenth century, emancipatory movements arose in the American 

continent and with the end of the Mexican Independence War in 1821 the Tohono became part 

of Mexican territory. A border line was drawn but as transitory as borders can be, inconsistency 

followed and in 1853 to settle a dispute over land, the US signed the Gadsden Purchase and 

bought part of the Mexican territory and with the acquisition part of the TTON was bought as 

well.  TTON was divided between the United States of America and Mexico. The United States 

agreed to honor all land rights of the area held by Mexican citizens, included the TTON (Tohono 

O'odham Nation, 2016) and thereafter gained a special free movement status between the two 

countries.  With the division of their territory into two countries, the TTON relationship to the 

land became to be, incrementally impacted by two very different concepts of native land, tenure 

and indigenous cultural rights. (Madsen 2016). 

US history on indigenous matters has had many conflicts, a consequence of “settleling” 

in al already inhabited part. The “Settlers” became “Americans” and built a new nation on top 

of other existing nations, and so their politics aiming for this issue were “…policies varied from 

vicious- “the only good Indian is a dead Indian”- to assimilation- “kill the Indian, save the man” 

… (Ulrich, R. 2010). And this was the norm auntil after 1934 with the Indian Reorganization 

Act (IRA) when the secretary of the interior approved to make  amendments in the US 

constitutions, giving indigenous nations, tribal sovereignty basically granting them with the right 

to govern their tribal territory (Indians, 2001-2019 ). 

As for now, we can surmisea fairer relationship with Mexico and US as a manifestation 

of a hemispheric engagement; a multi directional and involved interaction among various people, 

regions and nations. (Levander, Levine 2008) the contemporary Tohono O'odham as a 

Borderland community embedded in the complex history, has a cultural hybridity (Bauer 2009) 

, a kind of “cross-cultural mixtures, among others generated by the forms of integration 

conducted by nation-states, political populisms, and the culture industries” (Garcia Canclini, 

1990); they speak fluent English and or Spanish and also their native language.  They claim they 

don't have a word for wall in their native language (Tucsondotcom 2017) but assert of their 

cultural hybridization (Quijada et la 2009) they have other two language mindset to understand 

the concept.  
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As shown in the historical events in the TTON history, borderlines are transitory, 

symbolic constructed not only by physical or intrinsically outlines but by cultural, historical, 

political, legal, and symbolic constructions.   

With regards to borders TTON study case is the perfect exemplifier of borderlines being 

historically produced, political constructed that can be ignored, imagine reconfigured and 

variously contested but also a component of a deeper, more multilayered series of national 

indigenous history. (Levander, Levine 2008) for that reason; consequently, borders are transitory 

and can be reshaped and reconstructed and the only way to understand the complexity is by 

considering the overlapping visions of history, as told by the TTON, Mexico and US scholars.  
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