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Power lines19 and drift sands, the western Arizona/Sonora border

I synthesize the socio-spatial proximity distancing of the borderline 

redundancy with a scene I could spot in the distance south of Los Vidrios 

(Sonora), and that I observed closely from the Camino del Diablo, in the 

Cabeza Prieta Natural Wildlife Refuge (Arizona). The vast lava flow and 

the surrounding sands drift informally through the remote desert from 

the Pinacate volcanic shield, cross the international boundary and the 

Roosevelt Easement, the vehicle barrier and the patrol road, and occupy 

the southern end of the Tule desert between distant mountain ranges on 

the sides (XT2500, XT2600). Here the sands and the lava flow trap the 

rainfall runoff shaping the fragile and context-conditioned20 ecosystem 

of a shallow pond21. 

The scene shows a process of proximity distancing, of crossing (the 

lava flow, the drift sands) and being crossed (the barrier, a formal and 

official line set powerful to play hard), carrying achievement (the pond 

ecosystem), and setback (endangerment of the ecosystem22). I address 

this process as “power lines and drift sands”, a metaphor of the western 

Arizona/Sonora border. 

The western Arizona/Sonora border is a line of lines, lines of order 

and surveillance, of fencing and patrolling, visible and invisible 

19   For disambiguation, I do not refer to the lines distributing electric power, but to 
the physical, material lines of power in terms of political, military, social, and formal 
control, as explained few lines further on.
20   See note “The Death of Las Playas” in the Geopolitical Space-International 
ecological corridor chapter.
21   Broyles 2007: 646 (Playas, Las).
22   See the Geopolitical Space-International ecological corridor chapter.XT2600: information panel (Pinacate Biosphere Reserve)
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symposiums, street markets, formal and informal migrations). These 

are the drift sands.

Looking in terms of a whole process, social and spatial, I understand the 

seemingly – I stress seemingly – paradoxical nature of this desert border 

that now I clearly see as an integral27 place28 retaining a local character 

of habits, educates the gaze, informs the landscape. Let us return for a moment to 
Vincent Descombes’s proposed definition of the notion of ‘rethorical country’ based 
on an analysis of the Combray ‘philosophy’, or rather, ‘cosmology’ [Descombes, 
Vincent, ‘Proust, philosophie du roman’, Editions de Minuit, 1987]: ‘Where is the 
character at home? [...] The character is at home when he is at ease in the rethoric 
of the people with whom he shares life. The sign of being at home is the ability to 
make oneself understood without too much difficulty, and to follow the reasoning of 
others without any need for long explanations. The rethorical country of a character 
ends where his interlocutors no longer understand the reasons he gives for his deeds 
and actions, the criticisms he makes or the enthusiasms he displays. A disturbance of 
rhetorical communication marks the crossing of a frontier, which should of course 
be envisaged as a border zone, a marchland, rather than a clearly drawn line” (Auge, 
Marc. Non-Places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermodernity. Verso, 2009: 
87).
27   In “Integral Urbanism”, Nan Ellin contends that “integral” has the following 
features: hybridity and connectivity, porosity, authenticity, vulnerability (Ellin, Nan. 
Integral Urbanism. New York, London: Routledge, 2006).
28   Again Marc Auge: “If we linger for a moment on the definition of anthropological 
place we will see, first that is geometric. It can be mapped in terms of three simple 
spatial forms, which apply to different institutional arrangements and in a sense are the 
elementary forms of social space. In geometric terms these are the line, the intersection 
of lines, and the point of intersection. Concretely, in the everyday geography more 
familiar to us, they correspond to routes, axes or paths that lead from one place to 
another and have been traced by people; to crossroads and open spaces where people 
pass, meet and gather, and which sometimes (in the case of marketplaces, for example) 
are made very large to satisfy the needs of economic exchange; and lastly, to centres 
of more or less monumental type, religious or political, constructed by certain men 
and therefore defining a space and frontiers beyond which other men are defined as 
others, in relation with other centres and other spaces. But routes, crossroads and 
centres are not absolutely independent notions. There is a partial overlap. A route 
may pass through different points of interest, all of which may be places of assembly; 
sometimes markets define fixed points on a route; and although the market itself may 
be the centre of attraction, the space where it is held may also contain a monument 
(the shrine of a god, the place of a sovereign) marking the centre of a different social 

lines of formal boundary-marking, crossing, and occupation (e.g. the 

formal infrastructures of a border crossing, the gate, the port of entry). 

Lines switching on and off international connections in the global 

context (e.g. economic, political relations). And lines of easement and 

asymmetric distance setting23 (the described spatial layout of control 

and surveillance, and of social distance), established in the geopolitical 

space and grounded to be hard in the linear and proximity space. These 

are power lines.

But, the western Arizona/Sonora border is also vulnerable to informal24 

use, relationship building and proximity distancing, and is permeated by 

context. It is characterized by local and authentic points of intersection 

(e.g. a plaza, a school, a monument, a site). It is extended by and enrooted 

in lines of site and planes25 of identity (the desert), where socially 

and spatially juxtaposed planes are shaped (e.g. parks and reserves), 

and hybrid and disturbed26 intersections of lines occur (e.g. alliances, 

23   Frei Otto describes the relations within a settlement-system and with the outside 
in terms of spheres of influence related to the processes of occupying and connecting 
(Otto 2009).
24   Informal has “three principal characteristic”: local, juxtaposition, hybrid 
(Balmond, Cecil. Informal. Prestel, 2007: 116-117).
25   Vassily Kandinsky explores the point and the line, the geometrical elements 
making up every painting, and the plane, the physical support on which the artist draws 
or paints. A point is extension, form and color (a square, a triangle, a circle, a star or 
something more complex). It can be isolated or resonate with other points or lines. A 
line is the product of a force in a direction, and the effect depends on its orientation. 
The plane may be obtained by condensation from a line, and is a living being fertilized 
and felt breathing by the artist, who knows the process. The artist makes paintings 
that are the result of an effort towards inner beauty and of an authentic work, which 
also consists in listening to the affective coloration of each juxtaposed part of the 
plane enriching the composition (Kandinsky, Vassily. Point and Line to Plane. Dover 
Publications, 1979).
26   I report here some lines by Marc Auge on the disturbance marking the crossing 
of a frontier: “Vocabulary has a central role here because it is what weaves the tissue 



767766

it and observing how it is since its own borderline, observing where the 

boundary runs, and how the border fence is.

My patterns of approach display the path of my looking closely at 

the western Arizona/Sonora border, with its straight lines, changes of 

direction, detours, and observer-related restrictions of movement. They 

are clearly different, for example, from those of migrants, or from those 

of Border Patrol agents, or again from those of native people. The 

border is relative to the observer (a native, a migrant, a military person, 

a tourist, a researcher…). The border is a composite in space changing 

from place to place (formal restrictions, real risks) and in time for the 

intervening of diverse and also unpredictable conditions (a temporary 

inaccessible area, for example): this is what the metaphor of power 

lines and drift sands describes. I learnt this by traveling this space and 

my comprehension is in debt to the close view of it. In addition, my 

confidence with the border shaped alongside with my field exploration, 

and travel related biases faded away while being on the field. 

I found messages that mislead, or discourage. A bike-man that on 

his website31 warns “UNDER NO CIRCUMSTANCE should anyone 

go south of Rt 8632. The economy of the villages south of the road is 

mostly drug smuggling. The tribe police do not go to this area. Police 

and visitors are regularly killed in this area”. I saw a lot of patrolling in 

the area. Bill Broyles clarifies: “Though smuggling is a problem there, I 

31   Stewart, Jim “Some Views of the Tohono O’odham Indian Reservation in 
Arizona”, crazyguyonabike.com A place for bicycle tourists and their journals, October, 
2009, http://www.crazyguyonabike.com/doc/page/?o=1&page_id=130810&v=1B
32   It is the highway going through the Tohono O’odham Reservation and connecting 
Ajo to Tucson.

though in the wider context of national, international, and global flows29. 

It is a fragile balance that is played and run by the borderline redundancy 

of power lines and drift sands.

Further thoughts and recognitions of an Italian traveler

The border is there to be watched closely in order to be known. The 

Border Patrol watches to know if anyone is trespassing. Smugglers look 

closely for the right place at the right time to go through. Migrants 

learn from experiences in the field how to go through the border. The 

story of the creation of the Pinacate Biosphere Reserve starts from the 

close view and knowledge of the place. Travis Edmonson reports in a 

verse the words that a Tohono O’odham says about the meaning of the 

desert border place he live in: “The purpose of the desert is to walk 

through slowly, and think”30. And by traveling throughout the border 

layers, which I understand as the linear, proximity, and geopolitical 

space, my comprehension of the border is pursued by looking closely at 

space…”(Auge 2009: 46-47).
29   I recall here some Ian Angus’ words on border, place, and locale: “I would put 
my bets on the construction of borders that allow Others to flourish, a politics of place 
and a defense of communities… the expansive tendency of empire must be halted at 
a border in order for a different, non-imperial politics to begin”. Angus, Ian. “Empire, 
Borders, Place: A Critique of Hardt and Negri’s Concept of Empire”. 2004, https://
www.academia.edu/2360152/Empire_Borders_Place_A_Critique_of_Hardt_and_
Negris_Empire
30   “The Purpose of the Desert -- From the times of Father Kino, Geronimo, Cabeza 
De Vaca, de Anza, Cochise, and all the rest, there has been something about our 
wide valleys, hills, and tall mountains that has enflamed the imagination and called 
thousands of adventure. Its fascination has included me, and so one time I asked a 
very wise Tohono O’odham friend to / define the purpose of the desert. His reply 
almost floored me, as he said, ‘The purpose of the desert is to walk through slowly, 
and think’. As good as any I’ve ever heard” (Edmonson, Travis. “The Purpose of the 
Desert”, 2001).
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don’t recall any recent stories of police being killed on the reservation. 

The area is regularly patrolled 24/7 by Indian police and Homeland 

Security agents”33. An author of a tourist and photographic guide writes 

on his book: “About 10 miles before Puerto Peñasco, you can turn right 

to venture into unspoiled wilds of Reserva de la Biósfera del Pinacate 

y Gran Desierto de Altar, home of spectacular calderas and the largest 

dune field in North America. Given the current border situation, it may 

not be advisable to visit this area unless your party consists of several 

people traveling in at least a couple of cars”34. 

Misleading messages do not help to draw people. While they stay 

distant from the border, they stay distant from the possibility to watch, 

understand, and gain confidence with the border itself. This turns into 

a flywheel of misunderstanding, ignorance, fear, and social distance, as 

Zygmunt Bauman and Nan Ellin point out35. Desert border towns are 

affected by this, as reported by locals, especially when they compare 

things as of few years before, in addition to the fact that today U.S. 

citizens need a valid passport to return to the USA36.

Michel de Certeau says that traveling to the desert, or to a foreign country, 

33   Bill Broyles adds: “So, yes, the bikeman fits your profile of fear-mongering” 
(email to the author August 27, 2013).
34   Martres, Laurent. Photographing the Southwest vol. 2 Arizona.  Graphie Intl, 
2006: 130.
35   Bauman, Zygmunt. Liquid Fear. Polity, 2006; and Fiducia e paura nella città. 
Mondadori, 2005: 23; Ellin, Nan, “Shelter from the Storm, or Form Follows Fear and 
Vice Versa”, in Nan Ellin (ed.), Architecture of Fear, Princeton Architectural Press 
1997: 13, 26. 
36   Bureau of Consular Affairs – U.S. Department of State “U.S. Passports & 
International Travel”, http://www.travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/cis/cis_970.
html#entry_requirements XT2700: Italia/Austria border, Peralba Mountain and Oregone Pass vicinity
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is the beginning of a voyage to countries, languages, and cultures where 

God talks a language not yet decoded and reported37. Traveling devotes 

the pilgrim to the surprise, and translates, geographically and socially, 

the certainty that without God it is not possible to be men38. Drawing 

people to the desert border, going there, and seeing how it is, means to 

know and learn about its complexity and diversity in space and time, 

moving a flywheel of knowledge, closeness, and proximity distancing 

rather than of fear for ignorance.

Recently I wanted to renew the experience I had as a child going to 

the Italy-Austria border, some 150 kilometers north of my hometown39. 

The memory of so many years ago is fuzzy. This time I was determined 

to have a close up view of the boundary in two places--in the alpine 

backcountry and along a cross-border highway. I selected the same 

backcountry location as then, at the springs of the Piave River nearby 

the Peralba Mountain, on the Italian side. I hiked up the trail until I could 

spot a boundary monument high on a ridge. At first, the verticality of the 

location was discouraging me to attempt the climb. Then, I decided to 

approach it as much as I could able to. I walked around the base closer 

to the top, and eventually I found the way up, doing it much easier than 

what it looked like from afar. A group of persons was already there on 

the top, resting and taking pictures of themselves with the monument 

and the surroundings (XT2700). Others were queuing up on the trail. 

People draw people. No formality for staying there and crossing, no 

inspection, neither there, nor 50 kilometers westward, where the 

37   Translated by the author from De Certeau, Michel. Mai senza l’altro. Qiqajon, 
2000: 14-15.
38   Ibid.
39   Treviso.XT2800: Italia/Austria border, Drava Pass (San Candido-Lienz highway)
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a showcase of spatial and social excellence43. For more than twenty years, 

their work continues relentlessly in this direction. The “Celebrating the 

Sonoran Desert Tri-National Symposium”, organized by the Alliance, 

is a step on this path by disseminating knowledge together with close 

views of the field. During the days of symposium, besides attending the 

presentation of research results, participants join field trips to various 

locations, approaching and crossing the diverse cultural, political, 

social, and physical boundaries of the western Arizona/Sonora border-

-into the tribal lands of the Tohono O’odham Nation, into Mexico in 

the Pinacate Biosphere Reserve, along the border fence in Organ Pipe 

Cactus National Monument, to name some places. 

Looking at my country, I observe the involvement of the alpine border 

also in sports initiatives, which might be applicable to the Arizona-

Sonora border. A technical report44 by the University of Arizona, 

conducted by Professor Lay James Gibson and Research Specialist 

Bryant Evans, explored the benefits for the region of a “Sonoran Desert 

International Peace Park”. It would be interesting to study the feasibility 

and the benefits of sustainable sports activities and local events in the 

desert border and in the boundary close proximity, given the natural and 

cultural values of the territory to showcase, though to preserve. 

The logo of the International Sonoran Desert Alliance is the spiral 

shape of a petroglyph in between the outlines of a saguaro cactus and a 

mission church. One of the generally accepted meanings of the spiral, 

in the rock art, is “great journey”45. The way is shown. 

43   The International Sonoran Desert Alliance, “Our Vision”, http://isdanet.org/
44   Gibson 2002.
45   Howell, Loren J. “Petroglyphs of the American Southwest”, http://www.public.

customs building on the San Candido (Italy)–Lienz (Austria) highway 

is still there, not operating, and vehicles travel fast through it (XT2800). 

Hikers take their time and enjoy the view. The borderline is released in 

terms of control, and its alpine backcountry is visited by large numbers 

of outdoors enthusiasts along the Traversata Carnica – Path of Peace40. 

And border trail running events involve hundreds and even thousands 

of people41. 

Marc Augé stresses the relevance of the “minimal” distance of approach: 

“The notion of frontiers itself marks the minimal and necessary distance 

that ought to exist between individuals to make them free to communicate 

with each other as they intend. Language is not an insurmountable 

barrier; it is a frontier. Learning the other’s tongue, or the other’s 

dialect, means establishing an elementary symbolic relation with him, 

respecting him and joining him; crossing the frontier. A frontier is not a 

wall, but a threshold. It is not for nothing that in all the world’s cultures, 

crossroads and boundaries have been the focus of intense ritual activity. 

[…] So our ideal ought not to be a world without frontiers, but one 

where all frontiers are recognized, respected and permeable; a word, in 

fact, where respect for differences would start with the equality of all 

individuals, independent of their origin or gender”42. 

The International Sonoran Desert Alliance envisions the desert border as 

40   A 160 kilometer long hiking trail following the Italy-Austria boundary, on both 
sides.
41   Runners, partners, volunteers, spectators, local inhabitants. The Mont Blanc trail 
race is just the largest event among many along the Italian alpine border (Ultra-trail du 
Mont-Blanc, “Ethical Charter”, http://www.ultratrailmb.com/page/4/Ethics.html ).
42   Auge 2009: XIV-XV.
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different approach from trying to draw people by alluring travelers with 

the availability of new highways. Geopolitically formalized lines of tar 

(like the New Coastal Highway) through the pristine desert have not yet 

proved what they promised. 

At a boundary monument of my country’s alpine border, and in its 

close proximity, I observed the presence of several visitors. The border 

between Italy and Austria does not restrain their movements by any 

fence or inspection, and today no smuggling affects the area, and 

visitors come and populate border towns like Sappada or San Candido 

in Italy, or Lienz in Austria. So, I could say “Mr. President, Tear Down 

This Wall”46. This is what Michael Dear says47 suggesting such a formal 

act that would prove many benefits, as he contends48. But however 

correct is his analysis, the western Arizona/Sonora border shows that 

a lot has happened, or as started, locally and informally. And a lot has 

been playing at a different level from that of the formal acts coming “far 

distant from the centers of political power in each nation’s capital”49. A 

lot has been playing at a different level from that of the geopolitically set 

and far distant originated flows, of which undocumented immigration 

46   It recalls President Reagan’s words (Berlin, June 12, 1987): “Secretary General 
Gorbachev, if you seek peace - if you seek prosperity for the Soviet Union and Eastern 
Europe - if you seek liberalization: come here, to this gate. ‘Mr. Gorbachev, open 
this gate. ‘Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall”, in Boyd, Gerald M., “Raze Berlin 
Wall, Reagan urges Soviet”, The New York Times, June 13, 1987, http://www.nytimes.
com/1987/06/13/world/raze-berlin-wall-reagan-urges-soviet.html 
47   Dear, Michael, “Mr. President, Tear Down This Wall”, The New York Times, 
March 10, 2013, http://www.nytimes.com/2013/03/11/opinion/mr-president-tear-
down-this-wall.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0 
48   See Dear, Michael. Why Walls Won’t Work: Repairing the US-Mexico Divide. 
Oxford University Press, USA, 2013.
49   Ibid., xi.

X-terra (finis)

The western Arizona/Sonora border is a territory of “power lines and 

drift sands”. It displays different features according to context and time. 

The borderline’s distance setting plays differently between the U.S. and 

Mexico, and between the extremes poles (Ambos Nogales, San Luis 

R.C./San Luis), traversed by major national and international routes, 

and the deserted interior. My patterns of approach recorded in the 

border towns north of the boundary, especially in the close proximity of 

the port of entry, are different from the patterns of approach recorded in 

the Mexican border towns, and show larger curves of detour. In the U.S. 

there is a thick fencing infrastructure that sets a distance of easement; 

in Mexico it is absent, which allows informal uses of the linear space. 

Out in the desert, my patterns of approach record detours and warped 

curves around the natural obstacles both in Mexico and in the U.S. The 

desert provides isolation. The presence of border preserves prevents the 

settlements’ spatial expansion and has provided a favorable milieu for 

further and diverse cross-border connections to happen. 

Locally-based activities in towns relying on tourism like Ajo, Arizona, 

or Puerto Peñasco, Sonora, would like to get more visitors. The 

International Sonoran Desert Alliance (ISDA), in Ajo, and the Centro 

Intercultural de Estudios de Desiertos y Océanos (CEDO), in Puerto 

Peñasco, work to disseminate knowledge of the place. They draw people 

in the context of symposiums, events, field trips, and in such a way 

they pursue a close contact with the territory letting people understand 

the values of authenticity and vulnerability of the desert border. It is a 

asu.edu/~ljhowell/Petroglyphs.htm
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and drug wars are part50. Accordingly with the redundancy of the power 

lines and drift sands, this desert border “repeats something else”51 other 

than the formalities of the international division, being traversed by 

diverse cross-border connections. Playing a proximity distancing, these 

connections work out the question of knowledge52, and stress the fact 

that the border is there to be watched in order to be known. Furthermore, 

they stress the relevance of what has been going on at the local, often 

informal, community level among people diversely enrooted in the 

place. The proximity distancing of the power lines and drift sands 

allows different levels of understanding accordingly with the point of 

view of the observer. When observed closely, the border can be read in 

the original, without the filter of misleading messages that, while often 

lingering on the border wars, do not point out the diverse complexity of 

the territory. So, the flywheel of knowledge and closeness, rather than 

of fear for ignorance, moves. This is the key lesson from this desert 

border. 

50   Ibid.
51   Merriam-Webster, “redundancy”, see previously.
52   Targeting the point Dear starts from: “The US-MEXICO borderlands are among 
the most misunderstood places on earth”, Dear 2013: xi.
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Emails to the author

Broyles, Bill, August 27, 2013

Ingram, Helen, July 10, 2012

____________, July 11, 2012



From: Ralph Hudson 

To: Marco Morganti 

Sent: Sunday, November 13, 2011 2:58 AM

Subject: Border walls

Marco, 

…In my native home (Vermont and New Hampshire, USA) there was a 

poet who thought... What is a wall and what do we wall in or wall out? Is 

it necessary or are we building and keeping walls for some other reason? 

 

Enjoy the attached Poem called Mending Wall (a reference to two neighbors 

meeting in the spring to repair the stone wall between their properties.) 

Ralph

Something there is that doesn’t love a wall,

That sends the frozen-ground-swell under it,

And spills the upper boulders in the sun;

And makes gaps even two can pass abreast.

The work of hunters is another thing:

I have come after them and made repair

Where they have left not one stone on a stone,

But they would have the rabbit out of hiding,

To please the yelping dogs. The gaps I mean,

No one has seen them made or heard them made,

But at spring mending-time we find them there.

I let my neighbour know beyond the hill;

And on a day we meet to walk the line



He will not go behind his father’s saying,

And he likes having thought of it so well /

He says again, “Good fences make good neighbours”.

[Robert Frost]

And set the wall between us once again.

We keep the wall between us as we go.

To each the boulders that have fallen to each.

And some are loaves and some so nearly balls

We have to use a spell to make them balance:

“Stay where you are until our backs are turned!”

We wear our fingers rough with handling them.

Oh, just another kind of out-door game,

One on a side. It comes to little more:

There where it is we do not need the wall:

He is all pine and I am apple orchard.

My apple trees will never get across

And eat the cones under his pines, I tell him.

He only says, “Good fences make good neighbours.”

Spring is the mischief in me, and I wonder

If I could put a notion in his head:

“Why do they make good neighbours? Isn’t it

Where there are cows? But here there are no cows.

Before I built a wall I’d ask to know

What I was walling in or walling out,

And to whom I was like to give offence.

Something there is that doesn’t love a wall,

That wants it down.” I could say “Elves” to him,

But it’s not elves exactly, and I’d rather

He said it for himself. I see him there

Bringing a stone grasped firmly by the top

In each hand, like an old-stone savage armed.

He moves in darkness as it seems to me,

Not of woods only and the shade of trees.




