
Introduction

I  
was born and raised in what was once 
Mexico. The county courthouse was in 
San Rafael, we did our shopping in Corte 
Madera, I went to seventh and eighth 
grades in the neighborhood of Del Mar on 

Avenida Miraflores, and we looked across the bay to the 
closest big city, San Francisco. I grew up surrounded by 
linguistic memories of Mexico.

Mexican place names have always been welcome 
here. But the U.S. attitude toward Mexican people and 
Mexico itself has been more ambivalent. And these 
days, the border between 
Mexico and the United 
States has grown increas-
ingly tense.

Since the mid-1980s, 
I’ve traveled to Mexico 
12 times. The most recent 
trips — five to Tijuana and 
the border, one to Chiapas 
in southern Mexico — 
gave rise to the lessons in this book. This curriculum 
project, in turn, grew out of work on the Rethinking 
Schools book Rethinking Globalization: Teaching for 
Justice in an Unjust World. Throughout, I’ve sought to 
engage students in a search for connections: between 
Third World debt and rainforest destruction, between 
food exports and sweatshops, between free trade and 
global warming, between social analysis and imagining 
alternatives. And it’s been a search to discover which les-
sons resonate with students, which touch their hearts, 
which make them want to dig deeper. 

The relationship between Mexico and the United 
States is a good place to focus a rethinking globalization 
lens. These days the anti-immigrant rhetoric is grow-
ing even more shrill — from quasi-vigilante groups 
like the Minutemen, to think tanks like the Center for 
Immigration Studies that mask their nativism in a sta-
tistic-dense scholarly discourse, to congresspeople who 
demand, “We need to get serious about enforcement.” 
Our students are surrounded by a culture that exposes 

them to some very bad “teaching” about Mexico and 
immigration. Too often, the conversation is abstract 
and centers on immigration disconnected from its his-
tory and from its root causes. The questions commonly 
asked — e.g., Does our economy benefit or suffer from 
immigration? Should border security be tightened or 
should there be a new guest worker program? Should 
bilingual education be banned? — tend to be narrow 
and ahistorical. 

In The Line Between Us, I offer my own class-
room experiences, as well as teaching reflections of 

Rethinking Schools edi-
tors Linda Christensen 
and Bob Peterson, to 
suggest the importance 
of a connected inquiry. 
Thus, the book features 
lessons and readings on 
the history of the border 
itself — the product of a 
war pursued by a slave-

owning president, James K. Polk, who misrepresented 
intelligence, lied about his intentions, and provoked 
and invaded a sovereign country. The line between 
Mexico and the United States appears a bit less sacred 
when looked at in its historical context. 

As lessons on the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA) reveal, the line between us has 
become less of a barrier to investment and trade. But the 
huge number of migrants seeking to cross the border 
is inexplicable without analyzing the impact of this so-
called free trade. “The NAFTA Role Play” activities in the 
book aim to lay the groundwork for students to connect 
these phenomena. The link between trade and immi-
gration may be news to some in the United States, but 
not to observers in Mexico. Three years before NAFTA 
took effect, José Luis Calva of the National University of 
Mexico, predicted, “If the governments and legislatures 
of the three countries [Mexico, the United States, and 
Canada] agree to liberalize trade in agricultural goods, 
U.S. citizens should be prepared to receive some 15 mil-
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lion Mexican migrants. The Border Patrol will be unable 
to detain them, and even a new iron curtain, rising on 
the border at a moment when the Cold War has given 
way to economic warfare among nations, will buckle 
under the weight of millions of Mexicans thrown off 
their lands by free trade.” Prescient remarks. Students 
need to explore these kinds of connections.

“Reading Chilpancingo,” “The Transnational Capital 
Auction,” and “Border Improvisations” encourage stu-
dents to consider how intimate details of people’s 
lives are framed by the imperatives of a global eco-
nomic system. The jobs that people have or don’t have 
in maquiladora zones along the U.S.–Mexico border, 
the wages they receive or, for that matter, the quality 
of the air they breathe and the water they drink, are 
connected to investment decisions in a global game of 
profit maximization. 

This is the kind of historical and contextual inquiry 
that students need to engage in if they are to avoid the 
immigrant scapegoating that distorts so much thinking 
these days. It is also the approach that informs the les-
sons in this book.

The Lines Between Us

The book is called The Line Between Us, but in fact, 
the material here traces many lines between us. The 
most obvious are the multiple walls between the United 
States and Mexico. However, the lines inside Mexico are 
also growing more pronounced — between men and 
women, between countryside and cities, between rich 
and poor. When Bob Peterson and I were in Chiapas 
in July 2005, people told us that villages there increas-
ingly are being emptied of the men, who are fleeing low 
prices for their crops and seeking work in sprawling 
Mexican cities or in the United States. Entire villages are 
now mostly women and children, the lines slicing rela-
tionships and families. Mexico’s gulf between the haves 
and the have-nots is also growing. Mexico has long been 
one of the most unequal countries in the world, but it’s 
getting worse.

The line between the rich and poor in Mexico mir-
rors the inequality between the United States and 
Mexico. The typical U.S. hourly wage equals the typi-
cal Mexican daily wage. It’s a line that separates people 
who have a right to organize a union (albeit with sig-
nificant limitations) and those who, for the most part, 
have little ability to secure authentic union represen-
tation. And for too many companies, the line between 
the United States and Mexico signifies the line between 

environmental regulations and a toxic free-for-all, high-
lighted in Linda Christensen’s “Reading Chilpancingo,” 
and Kevin Sullivan’s “A Toxic Legacy on the Mexican 
Border.”

In the United States, the border legitimates lines 
between legal and illegal residents, and all that these cat-
egories entail. I explore these lines in “Teaching About 
‘Them’ and ‘Us,’” recounting my students’ reactions to 
my curriculum. It’s a line between those who live in 
fear of deportation and those who don’t, between those 
who risked their lives to get here — like Marco and 
his father in Pam Muñoz Ryan’s “First Crossing” — and 
those who didn’t.

But these are human-made lines, so they can also be 
unmade. It’s easy to focus on the negative, because the 
injustice seems infinite. Yet the curriculum itself is an 
expression of hope and features people of courage and 
conscience: cross-border environmental justice organiz-
ers, collectively owned ejido communities that refuse 
to sell or leave their land, the American Friends Service 
Committee activists who monitor the U.S. Border Patrol, 
poets and artists who speak truth to power, and ordi-
nary people trying to live dignified lives. 

The material here is still a work in progress. For 
instance, I’m in the early stages of writing lessons on 
the history of U.S. immigration policy. Much more could 
and should be written about how students here can 
themselves contribute, however modestly, to putting 
the relationship between Mexico and the United States 
on a more just footing. I still struggle with how to get 
my non-immigrant students to resist fearful responses 
to immigration and to see their own self-interest more 
expansively. But in the face of proposals to criminalize 
immigration as never before, to build more and bigger 
walls, and to “develop” Mexico and Central America 
with even freer free trade, the issues discussed in this 
book have taken on greater urgency; the benefits of 
waiting to publish would have been offset by the costs 
of staying silent at a critical time. 

These issues aren’t going away anytime soon. To the 
contrary. So long as the line between us marks such dra-
matic inequality, and so long as the models of develop-
ment that predominate in Mexico mostly benefit the rich 
on both sides of the border, the south-to-north migra-
tion is here to stay. Teachers of conscience will need 
one another as we fashion our response. This book is 
Rethinking Schools’ contribution to a curricular conver-
sation that we hope will find a wider audience. It’s our 
attempt to erase some of the lines between us.n


