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In a speculative text envisioning ambiguous territorial boundaries between 
Mexico and the United States, César López introduces the concept of 
subtraction as a strategy for destabilization. This narrative supports itself in 
the long span that shaped the territory and in the cultures that developed 
around it. Through a historical and political analysis of the borderlands, López 
reframes the former ecological traces of the river as proactive degrowth. In 
doing this, it questions political boundaries and engages the ambiguities of 
binational territories.
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DIQUE DE DESVÍO INTERNACIONAL
INTERNATIONAL DIVERSION DAM
Completado en 1918 / Completed in 1918

RÍO GRANDE CANALIZADO
CHANNELIZED RIO GRANDE RIVER

Desde 1963 / Since 1963

CANAL Y DIQUE DE DESVÍO AMERICANO
AMERICAN DIVERSION DAM & CANAL

Completado en 1938 / Completed in 1938

DIQUE DE DESVÍO MESILLA
MESILLA DIVERSION DAM

Completado en 1938 / Completed in 1938

DIQUE DE DESVÍO LEASBURG
LEASBURG DIVERSION DAM 

Completado en 1907 / Completed in 1907

DIQUE Y RESERVA CABALLO
CABALLO DAM & RESERVOIR

Completado en 1907 / Completed in 1907

ACEQUIA MADRE
Completado en 1918 / Completed in 1918

DIQUE Y RESERVA ELEPHANT BUTTE / ELEPHANT BUTTE DAM & RESERVOIR  
Completado en 1926 / Completed in 1926

Capacidad de almacenamiento / Storage Capacity: 2,023,358 acre-feet 
(Al 6% de su capacidad en julio de 2022) / (6% full as of July 2022)

          / RIO GRANDE RIVER W
ATER LEVEL PER DAM ENTRY

 


 

 


 

01· La infraestructura de control del Río Grande. Este mapa ilustra 
la serie de diques, embalses y canales río arriba desplegados para 
administrar el flujo de agua del Río Grande, representando una 
frontera estática entre México y Estados Unidos. La sistematización 
del Río Grande sobrecarga un suministro de agua ya sobreexplotado, 
mientras que los ciclos hidrológicos naturales limitados ponen en 
peligro la resolución del límite. Paralelo al camino del río hay un gráfico 
de etapas que indica el nivel de la superficie del río registrado en cada 
dique. Los datos de este dibujo fueron proporcionados por la Carta 
de Condiciones de Caudales y Embalses de Río Grande de la Comisión 
Internacional de Aguas y Límites, a excepción del dique de Caballo, 
que fue proporcionada por los Servicios Avanzados de Predicción 
Hidrológica del Servicio Meteorológico Nacional.

The Rio Grande River’s Controlling Infrastructure. This map illustrates the 
series of upstream dams, reservoirs, and channels deployed to manage 
the Rio Grande River’s water flow and represents a static Mexico-United 
States border. The systemization of the Rio Grande River overburdens an 
already over-tapped water supply, whereas limited natural hydrological 
cycles endanger the resolution of the boundary. Parallel to the river path 
is a stage chart that indicates the river’s surface level recorded at each 
dam. The data in this drawing was provided by the International Water 
and Boundary Commission Rio Grande Flow and Reservoir Conditions 
Chart, except for the Caballo Dam, which was provided by the Advanced 
Hydrological Prediction Services on the National Weather Service.
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 A subtraction protocol might be appropriate 
in many parts of the world where sprawling 
overdevelopment has attracted distended or 
failed markets, where development would 
be wise to retreat from exhausted land or 
flood plains [...]. 
Keller Easterling (2014:4)

At the time of this writing, the border 
between Mexico and the United 
States turns 219 years old. From its 

first iteration following the Louisiana Purchase 
in 1803 to the Gadsden Purchase fifty years 
later, the border underwent five major 
transformations to realize the boundary we 
live with today.1 The Mexico-United States 
border spans 1,954 miles. Of this length, 
approximately 1,248 miles comprise the Rio 
Grande River, which flows down from the 
State of Colorado mountains to become the 
national boundary between Ciudad Juárez, 
Chihuahua (Mexico), and El Paso, Texas 
(United States), until it runs down the Texas 
valley and empties into the Gulf of Mexico. 
Before it was a border, the ancestral Rio 
Grande emerged two million years ago when 
streams flowed down a rift that was formed 
36 million years earlier (Cough-Schulze, 2021). 
Since the Rio Grande River did not become a 
national boundary until 1848, by the Treaty of 
Guadalupe Hidalgo, we might see the border 
for the temporal condition that it is. To this 
point, the overlaid international boundary on 
the Rio Grande River is relatively insignificant 
compared to the river’s actual life span.

By comparing the border's age and rate of 
transformation to that of the lands, rivers, and 
ranges it holds captive, we see how young and 
volatile the Mexico-United States border is and 
how prone it may be to transforming again in 
the future. Beginning with this note emphasizes 
how time can destabilize the political 
structures we have built. It also shows that the 
architectural discipline’s feverish obsession 
with the Mexico-United States border wall, 
fence, and other artifacts, might be better 
placed in examining the border through 
the ecosphere so that we might leverage a 
transformation that is still to come. One that 
may determine the border beyond nationalism 
and security and produces degrowth of 
the robust fortification in the region. This 
text will make a case for transcalar acts of 
subtraction as a posthuman territorial practice 
that leads to the purposeful hydrological 
mismanagement of the Rio Grande River and a 
new configuration of river, border, and land.

From River to Border
This study centers on the borderland of 
Ciudad Juárez and El Paso, where territorial 
claims and unpredictable hydrological cycles 
have historically riddled the border's legibility. 

What follows are periods when the Rio Grande 
was a natural river, an unreliable border, and 
an endangered river and border. Through 
these points and spans in its recent history, 
we will see the ecological state of the Rio 
Grande River to be analogous to its aligning 
communities' social and economic strength.

 Before the Mexico-United States border 
existed, before there even was a Mexico 
or the United States, to begin with, a wide 
meandering natural river, now known as 
the Rio Grande, cut through the region to 
form north and south banks. While there is 
still much debate about which indigenous 
groups settled the region first, we know that 
they divided and utilized the roaring river.2 
Archeologists, historians, and ethnohistorians 
have widely agreed that a mixture and overlap 
of Suma, Manso, and Jumano tribes shared the 
river as a common resource to sustain maize 
production (Becket; Corbett, 1994) (Gerald, 
1973). The river was also a mode of navigation, 
as tribes followed the river's course, bringing 
them into contact with settlements along the 
upper and lower valleys. Leading to a mixture 
and ambiguity of customs and linguistic 
dialects that suggests that the river was a 
lateral link instead of a vertical barrier (Flores, 
1980). It is essential to recognize the potential 
plurality of the river at that time. It was vital 
to the valley’s grassland ecology and later 
provided a barrier to fend off the Spanish’s 
northern expansion following their settlement 
on the south bank in the seventeenth century. 

In following the common practice of 
leveraging geographic features like rivers and 
mountain ranges to colonize lands, the Treaty 
of Guadalupe Hidalgo (1848) designated the Rio 
Grande River as the border between the Mexico 
and the United States. By then, the region and 
its populations had already become subjects 
to the Spanish crown, the First and Second 
Mexican Empires, the Republic of Texas, and 
the United States government (Timmons; 
Weber, 1900:74-75). Notwithstanding, the Rio 
Grande River proved to be an unreliable border, 
as it continued to swell, flood, and shift course 
throughout the region, which constantly re-
adjusted the border. This led to the Chamizal 
Dispute, which lasted from 1899 to 1963, where 
each meander of the river increased one 
country’s national footprint while decreasing 
the other (Hill, 1965). Although skirmishes made 
their way to the region, the territorial shifts were 
a distant backdrop to the populations in the 
region, who still envisioned themselves as a 
tightly knit community, as ambiguous borders 
did not overly inscribe nationality. It was not 
until the 1920s, when prohibition made El Paso 
a major port of entry for smuggled liquor from 
Ciudad Juárez that the region’s first actual 
border policies were introduced, many of 
which are still being imposed and continued to 
grow restrictive policing of crossing populations 

today (Álvarez, 2019:95-140). However, national 
differences in law continued to position Ciudad 
Juárez as a popular destination to experience 
what was considered illicit and immoral 
activities in the United States (Martínez, 1996). 
In part, Ciudad Juárez and El Paso owe much of 
their urban growth to this lawless era.

However, the border’s spatial robustness 
grew when the Rio Grande River itself became 
part of the border’s fortification. In 1936, 
the United States Congress authorized the 
construction of the Rio Grande Project which 
expanded on diversion dams and channels 
that were already managing the river. This 
flood control infrastructural network spanned 
165 miles north of El Paso to control and 
distribute the river flow (Autobee, 1994). Later, 
in 1964, as the Rio Grande River continued 
to meander, the Mexican and American 
governments agreed to split contested lands 
and construct the concrete American Canal, 
which channelized the river to represent a static 
and artificial divide between Ciudad Juárez and 
El Paso. From this point on, the Rio Grande 
River became an engineered river-border (Hill, 
1965). The water from the Rio Grande River was 
diverted to fulfill an agreed upon distribution 
between the Mexico and the United States. 
Today, the ecological harm stemming from 
hydrological management of the Rio Grande 
River has compromised and endangered 
the river’s existence (Robins, 2022) [Fig. 01], 
while its management has placed far too great 
power on the Mexican and the United States 
governments to restrict border crossing. 

The Ciudad Juárez-El Paso borderland 
has always thrived on a shared, integrated 
economy. The most critical social and economic 
interaction between the two cities is still 
the large volumes of daily commuters and 
tourists that straddle the border – living, 
working, studying, shopping, gathering, or 
worshiping on opposite ends of the border. 
Nevertheless, since the early twentieth century, 
the United States has enacted unilateral 
border policies, immigration laws, and 
security protocols that limit the economic and 
environmental equilibrium on which this 
borderland relies. This practice diminishes 
its sense of binationality (Martínez, 2018). As 
the cross-border capitalism in the region had 
become known for vast work for low wages, 
its steady rhythm of petty crime advanced 
to narcotic and contraband trade in the early 
twenty first century. Unfortunately, the typical 
responses to border economic security 
tends to always fall back on fortification and 
policing (Álvarez, 2019:141-188). Today, the 
populations and the river are impounded by 
over cross-border regulation.

No River or Border
This brief history shows the Ciudad Juárez-El 
Paso region as a nexus for territorial claims that 
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02· Sustracciones del Dique de Desvío Internacional. El Dique de Desvío Internacional, terminado en 1918, 
es el punto de desvío que distribuye el caudal del Río Grande entre México y Estados Unidos. Al restar 
solo, los componentes que le permiten embalsar el río, las acequias y los canales que representan la 
frontera estática entre México y Estados Unidos pueden ser superados por el exceso de flujo3.

International Diversion Dam Subtractions. The International Diversion Dam, completed in 1918, is the 
diversion point that distributes the Rio Grande River flow between Mexico and the United States. By 
subtracting only, the components that enable the dam to impound the river, the acequias, and canals 
representing the static Mexico-US border, can be overcome by the excess flow.3
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caused the Rio Grande River to go from a vast 
flowing river to a barely visible one. Today the 
legibility of the river relies on the dry channel 
that encases it. Which ironically makes the 
river so precarious from a legal standpoint. 
Where the border is most spatially robust as a 
voided channel is also where both – river and 
border – are at their most vulnerable. In the 
Article V of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo 
(1848), the boundary between Mexico and the 
United States is stated as being 

[...] the middle of that river, following 
the deepest channel, where it has more 
than one, to the point where it strikes the 
southern boundary of New Mexico; thence, 
westwardly, along the whole southern 
boundary of New Mexico (which runs north 
of the town called Paso) to its western 

termination; thence, northward, along the 
western line of New Mexico [...]. 

Therefore, the ecological danger of a dried-up 
Rio Grande River is also a political threat as 
no river equals no border. For the sake of a 
Rio Grande River and a Mexico-United States 
border continuing to exist, the river must be 
unleashed from its infrastructural apparatus. 
Thus, presenting a rare mutual environmental 
and political interest in reviving the river’s 
hydrological cycles through the cross-border 
degrowth of geopolitical structures.

To their credit, the authors of the Treaty of 
Guadalupe Hidalgo foresaw the complexities 
of a naturally flowing river as a national 
boundary. They stated that the boundary 
would be marked by the “deepest channel, 
where it has more than one,” ensuring that 

a border between Mexico and the United 
States would always exist regardless of how 
resistant the Rio Grande River might become 
to representing the border. This takeaway 
suggests that the visual legibility of a single-line 
boundary was not essential to the authors and 
that a wider and more amplified Rio Grande 
River will only lead to a stronger border. So, 
gathering that the Rio Grande River’s current 
diminished state is the work of infrastructure 
and urban sprawl—it is logical to say that 
subtracting the systems and contexts that 
constrain it would be the most productive 
method to strengthen both border and river. 

Subtraction as a Post-Territorial Practice
One could say that the Rio Grande began as 
a subtraction when it was slowly carved by 
water draining from the San Juan Mountains of 

 



03· Flujo del río del Dique de Desvío Postinternacional. Con el tiempo, mientras el Río Grande 
recupera su fuerza y los flujos estacionales no se ven afectados, un río anterior a la frontera puede 
repetir un papel dominante en la frontera. Los muelles y pasarelas que quedan tras el desarme del 
Dique de Desvío Internacional pueden ser reapropiados para futuros programas o circulación.

Post-International Diversion Dam River Flow. Over time, as the Rio Grande River regains its 
strength and seasonal flows are unencumbered, a pre-border river can reprise a dominant role in the 
borderland. The remaining piers and walkways from the now deconstructed International Diversion 
Dam can be re-appropriated for future programs or circulation.
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Colorado three million years ago. As a process 
of reversing the growth of the Mexico-United 
States border and reprising the Rio Grande 
River, a critical first step is to remove the flood 
control system. Starting with the American and 
International Diversion Dam, which stabilizes 
the American Canal, these architectural 
operations would continue moving upwards 
towards the Elephant Butte and Caballo 
Dams and Reservoirs [Fig. 02]. The concrete 
degradation of the American Canal, Franklin 
Canal and the Acequia Madre from unregulated 
river flow is vital for the diminished ecosystem 
to produce new biodiversity through riparian 
edges and grasslands, keeping the river’s 
ecology from further deterioration. Dismantling 
these specific pieces of the more extensive 
upstream system would place Ciudad Juárez 
and El Paso at risk of flooding over time [Fig. 03]. 
This is the point as it will allow the river to 
perform subtracting itself since large swaths of 
both El Paso and Ciudad Juárez would need to 
be removed to make way for an expanded river 
network and keep the region from flooding. 

Eventually, duplicating the river into a field 
of tributaries and overlapping boundaries 
would need to become the new standard 
practice for maintaining the border. The 
growth of the Rio Grande River would require 
the degrowth of contextual tracings from the 
border era. This ‘border-era context’ would 
include the structures and street grids that 
mark the urban formatting shift from Ciudad 
Juárez to El Paso. These urban registers are a 
remnant of the Spanish Crown’s administrative 
system and ordinances titled the Laws of the 
Indies that overlaid sites and grid patterns 
of streets over conquered indigenous lands 
(Veregge, 1993). Following along would be 
industrial, commercial, and even residential 
zones that line the border on both sides as 
rhetorical support structures. These river 
tributaries will make it more difficult for local 
government agencies and sites to enforce the 
border as a literal barrier.

In contrast, the tributaries provide the 
borderland communities with new and 
unfettered ways to circumnavigate the 
border region, re-establishing a contiguous 
landscape that promotes trans-border 
activities centered on the binational contact 
that sustained this region despite the shifts in 
rule and fortification. In his book Race, Nation, 

Class: Ambiguous Identities, Etienne Balibar 
(1991) warned against the social implications 
of nation-state leading towards nationalism, 
racism, and economic precarity. These spaces 
would destabilize spatial order and policing 
of border institutions, making it too difficult 
to enforce the legacy of imperial notions like 
‘citizenship’ to continue. Instead, the citizenry 
can be defined by participation in the public 
realm instead of legal status (The Red Nation: 
2021, 29). This provocation for a border future 
where the border becomes a river, as opposed 
to the other way around, draws from Balibar’s 
writing by suggesting that lands between the 
tributaries now become the margins of the 
region's geopolitical order. The degrowth of 
the border's supporting infrastructure and 
context can emerge a new ecological nature 
and allow other ways of relating to geography. 
These extra-territorial spaces can now 
return to a time when national affiliation is 
ambiguous. While some spaces may inevitably 
be exploited, as in more lawless times, the 
importance of these spaces is that border 
publics can gain self-determination again.

If crossing the border from Ciudad Juárez 
to El Paso meant crossing over the Rio Grande 
River, then crossing numerous rivers would 
dilute the border in everyday life. While a 
Ciudad Juárez-El Paso border will always 
legally exist as long as there is a Rio Grande 
River, overlaying the complexities of a natural 
river on the boundary creates an experience 
that no longer affirms separation and renews 
bi-nationality. In this process, subtraction 
becomes the agent of time and ecological 
healing as removing the flood control 
infrastructure transitions the Mexico-United 
States border into a river once again. This simple 
but seldomly used territorial act should be seen 
for its cultural and political potential today, 
as we grapple with questions of dismantling 
oppressive and marginalizing structures and 
systems–including those of architectural tools. 
In this case, it was systematizing the Rio Grande 
River as a biopolitical power over a population 
through reformatting river and land. Upstream 
levees, dams, and development were deployed 
to express the law and representation of the 
border (Gandy, 2013). Subtraction conjures up 
images of destruction and disaster. Just like war 
and other acts of violence typically proceed to 
renegotiate a border. Yet, the subtraction that 

the Rio Grande River takes through productive 
flooding redetermines the Mexico-United 
States national boundary as a reparative act 
(Easterling, 2013). 

As the region succumbs to the river, a post-
political territory begins beyond geopolitical 
constructs (Gandy, 2013). While the term 
'posthuman' has often suggested a return 
to the romanticized image of nature – the 
‘nature’ of the Rio Grande River died at its 
initial transformation from a natural river 
to a static border (Merchant, 1980) –, In this 
case, ‘posthuman’ territory is positioned 
as an environmental state beyond bio-
political shaping, entering a new phase of its 
geologic lifespan. The indigenous groups that 
settled the region before European contact 
demonstrated that life along the river does 
not have to conjure up divisive and territorial 
practices or succumb to the exploitative 
nature of Western economic growth and 
territorial control. Their history reminds us 
that the river as a barrier can form subjects 
beyond racial and nationalist affiliations. The 
Rio Grande River’s meanderings and ecology 
could emerge new forms of life, care, and 
sustainability that culturally center on the 
interdependence of rivers, land, and people. A 
form of growth that departs by degrowing the 
current militarized, surveilled, and exploitative 
state of the borderlands, as borderland 
communities embrace the ambiguity of 
political limits and foster new activity outside 
the strict framework of its political geography.

Border Futurism
No two borders on earth are the same. 
However, regardless of their age or formation, 
what cuts across them all is that they 
continue to operate settler agendas through 
global capitalism, particularly in how land is 
measured to be commodified. In Colonial Lives 
of Property, Brenna Bhandar (2018:193) argues 
for the 

[...] urgent need to grasp other ways of relating 
to land, those obscured and repressed through 
the imposition of the cadastral survey and 
imperial modes of mapping, through systems 
of title registration, through the rendering of 
entire communities as illegal squatters based 
on their ways of living.

The Rio Grande River’s meanderings and ecology could emerge new 
forms of life, care, and sustainability that culturally center on the 
interdependence of rivers, land, and people. A form of growth that 
departs by degrowing the current militarized, surveilled, and exploitative 
state of the borderlands, as borderland communities embrace the 
ambiguity of political limits and foster new activity outside the strict 
framework of its political geography.
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Which, in addition to challenging notions of 
property and ownership, might also hold the 
representation of land accountable to colonial 
agendas. It is difficult to ignore that architects, 
landscape architects, and planners have 
inherited many conventions found in maps 
used for colonization and territorial claim. 
Now, the question becomes: What would 
be a technique of description that produces 
the border’s degrowth? For this, the metric 
of ‘time’ may be capable of destabilizing the 
strict static notion of a border, as with each 
meandering that misregisters the national 
boundary materialized by the American Canal, 
we can overlay and recall a period when 
a looser border might have led to a more 
prosperous and empowered borderland.

Those who call for a borderless region 
might consider that 'borderless' is not as 
simple as removing a wall, fence, monument, 
or other artifacts that merely marks the 
boundary. The Mexico-United States border is, 
in many ways, necessary to mark differences 
for people, like those in this Ciudad Juárez-El 
Paso, who rely on the differences in currency, 
wages, and laws to stitch a binational 
existence. What these borderlands need is 
a border as fluid as its people. Straddling a 
border-river has become a way of life that has 
merged and bonded two cultures. While this 
provocation does not entirely abolish borders, 
it ceases to continue as a geopolitical device. 

The Red Deal, published to provide a guide 
towards indigenous liberation and actions 
to save the planet, emphasizes that borders 
merged with “nationalism, capitalism, 
and imperialism requires us to develop a 
comprehensive analysis of how borders 
restrict, control, and govern the movement of 
Indigenous and other racialized people.” A Rio 
Grande River that needs to be unleashed and 
unpredictable in order for it to remain a border 

forces its divestment as a military construct 
(The Red Nation, 2021:62). 

The purpose of this writing was to present 
a scenario where a degrowth of the border’s 
political mechanisms leads to an ecological 
healing that revives the Rio Grande River as a 
natural and unregulated barrier. Ultimately, we 
must resist the systems that enforce borders 
as separation and instead embrace what rivers 
do: provide a seam within a divided valley. A 
posthuman approach to ‘border futurism’ can 
rid environments and people of biopolitical 
power. In these imaginaries, the architecture 
of space-making can take a more active role in 
increasing or decreasing systems of the present 
and past to construct an empowered future for 
populations and environments alike.  

notes

1. The border referred to following the Louisanna Purchase was the 
Spanish Empire which had not been replaced with the Mexican Empire 
until 1821. Furthermore, while this introduction counts on territorial 
transformations that expanded the United States border with Mexico, 
there are several more external and internal evolutions to the United 
States territory with the organization from colony to state, to the Civil 
War, and the Northwest and Southwest Expansions.

2. While the Jumano tribe is named separate in this case, they can be 
more accurately described as several tribes that settled throughout 
West Texas, New Mexico, and Northern-central regions of Mexico.

3. The International Water and Boundary Commission does not provide 
any technical details on active dams and reservoirs in the Rio Grande 
Project. The information provided in the illustration of the International 
Diversion Dam are derived from comparison studies with other struc-
tures built from a similar type, scale, and time period.




