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For Maya, may you inherit a borderless world 
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Abstract

As old as human civilization, today, over 300 land borders divide over 200 
states. — Anssi Paasi, 2011

The act of defining a border is rooted in the act of representation. Borders 
are ‘are essential to cognitive processes, because they allow both the 
establishment of taxonomies and conceptual hierarchies that structure the 
movement of thought’ (Mezzadra & Neilson, 2013, p. 16).  The border ‘in time 
can become a formless dynamic and complex condition. The indeterminately 
changing- in- time landscape becomes a useful conceptual tool to think about 
borders instead of the conventional model of order” (Monacella & Ware, 2007, 
p. 21). Bélanger understands landscape (and the processes and systems that 
inhabit it) as an operative infrastructural ground (Bélanger, 2010, p. 345). 
Rooted in the space ‘of and among the world of things’ (Allen, 1999, p. 52), 
a border is the space of architectural intervention.

I contend that a political border is, in fact, infrastructure. As the operative 
ground of territoriality, cross border flows, repository of culture and 
spatial container of a state’s sovereignty, a border is infrastructure. Rooted 
in materiality and historicity, as infrastructure, borders are malleable, 
historical and cognizant to longer historical and physical changes due to 
human and non-human process i.e. resilient.

The US Canada border grew out of an arbitrary line that came to be understood 
and accepted as the division between people, nations and economies (Konrad 
& Nicol, 2008, p. 57).  Along the Detroit River, the border was both an 
“imposition” as well as a catalyst in the “interdependence of community, 
commerce and the state” (McDougall & Valentine, 2004, p. 13) from 1786 to 
1807. As the river was negotiated as the political border, it remained a 
zone of interaction.

I hypothesize that conceiving the border as infrastructure opens up space 
greater architectural intervention. Specifically, along the Detroit River 
such a conception offers a new way of understand the border making and 
shaping processes.  Through this thesis I aim to create a methodology to find 
areas of intervention along border. 
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Introduction

The first time I truly engaged with the (non) performativity of a political 

border was while crossing over from Nepal to Tibet in 2009 over a 44-meter 

long bridge with no markings to tell me which country I was in. The only 

markers were the massive structures on the other side meant to ‘ease’ the 

border crossing. Having grown up in India, a country notorious for behaving 

like a schoolyard bully with its neighbors and thus being thoroughly disliked, 

borders to me, were synonymous with fences, guns and performativity. But 

never actually having crossed any international bor der over land, I was 

inexperienced with the ways of crossings and expected a great ‘border show’ 

between the PLA and Nepalese army. Crossing into Tibet, that expectation 

was not met. 

On another continent, many years later, I encountered another such ‘non-

performative’ border. However, this border post was heavily ma nned and 

threatening. It led me to think about the movement of the line demarcating 

a political border to what a political might do, in addition to being a 

dividing force. Noting the infrastructural turn in anthropology and reading 

on borders as civic sites, I wondered as to a) why a border was not understood 

as infrastructure? b) Isn’t a border a verb? As a verb, what does it do? 

c) if a political border and infrastructure could be equated and translated 
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(to borrow from Actor Network Theory), wouldn’t infrastructure become a verb 

too? d) is this shift possible? What would that mean, spatially?

This thesis then, is about a hunch: about a semantic shift from a noun to a 

verb and an attempt at translating and equating (to use Actor Network Theory) 

in positing a political border as infrastructure. 

At the onset, I would like to point out that in this thesis, a political 

border is seen as a made, maintained and mediated objec t. It is this inherent 

made nature of the border that makes it an arena for ar chitectural and design 

research and/or intervention. This thesis is a research thesis; it does not 

offer a design framework. Instead, it offers a rese arch framework to rethink 

normative categories such as political borders and infrast ructure and offers 

opportunities for design without prescribing any. 

The thesis began by studying understand borders as they appear/are made 

across the world. In mapping border types across the world, it became clear 

that there were some static and some evolving typol ogies. The map represents 

one such attempt at creating a typology of borders. It describes political 

borders as being fenced or unfenced; marks an upcoming fence; a water 
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border or a land border; or a benign border i.e. non-militarized/friendly. 

Unremarkably, this typology pointed out that water borders tend to be non-

militarized. The only, sort of anomaly is the Israe l Palestine border, where 

although on paper the border does not have a military presence, both banks 

of the river see heavy presence of armed forces and  constant policing. 

Increasingly, with climate change and changing rain fall patterns, water 

borders are also becoming zones of conflict, questioning the benign-ness of 

the water border. The exercise also raised questions about how borders come 

to be defined temporally, physically, politically and/or socially. Starting 

with extant borders raised the question of how the borders came to be.

The three chapters in this thesis attempt at chronicling how borders came to 

be through the use of one case study: the Detroit River. The Detroit River 

was chosen for the following reasons: 

a. As a microcosm of the longest non-militarized border in the world, the 

 Detroit River region holds a long history of strife and contestation 

 around the political border.

b. As a non-militarized border along a river, the political border between 

  Detroit and Windsor is almost absent. By investigating its past — 

 politically, economically and ecologically — I aim to unpa ck that notion 



11

Border as Infrastructure| Introduction

C
R

E
A

T
IN

G
 A

 T
Y

P
O

LO
G

Y
 O

F
 B

O
R

D
E

R
S

 A
C

R
O

S
S

 T
H

E
 W

O
R

LD

B
or

de
r 

ty
po

lo
gi

es
 

F
en

ce
d/

m
ili

ta
riz

ed
 b

or
de

r

F
en

ce
s 

up
co

m
in

g/
so

on
 to

 b
e

 m
ili

ta
riz

ed
 b

or
de

r

W
at

er
 b

or
de

rs

C
ou

nt
ry

 ty
po

lo
gi

es
 

C
ou

nt
rie

s 
th

at
 h

av
e 

bu
ilt

 fe
nc

es

C
ou

nt
rie

s 
th

at
 h

av
e 

no
t b

ui
lt 

fe
nc

es
B

en
ig

n 
bo

rd
er

s



12

Ramya S |MoUD |LTU| 2016

 of absentia and question it. 

c. The Detroit River region sees the coming together of a ecological hot 

 spot (i.e. the Detroit river corridor); a trade hot-spot (m ost important 

 trade crossing between the two countries); and a shared history (so 

 many families in the region have relatives on both sides of t he border) 

 offering a fruitful site to move beyond the cartographic oppression  

 that is a border line. 

The first chapter of the thesis lays down the theor etical framework to 

understand borders and infrastructure. Beginning with the ‘crisis of 

representation’ that the drawing of a border represents, this section moves 

on to understand the similarities and differences b etween borders, boundaries 

and frontiers. It then surveys the various vantage points that different 

academic disciplines bring to the study of borders. Drawing from this 

study, it then posits a political border as a network (based on the Actor 

Network Theory). This positing is a means to move away from a state based 

formulation of borders to move to nested (and hierarchical) understanding of 

the forces and/or actants that make political borders and ‘stabilize’ them.  

The chapter then addresses the question of what is infrastructure? In doing 
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so, it acknowledges and draws from the infrastructural turn that anthropology 

and landscape architecture have taken. This turn, i t is argued helps us 

understand infrastructure as more than just the undergirding of ‘stuff’. It 

helps us understand the work that infrastructure has done and continues to 

do. It therefore posits infrastructure as being constantly in motion and 

thus as complex heterogeneous assemblages that are making themselves as they 

are being themselves being made. 

The second chapter is a historical investigation of the making of the US 

Canada border as a whole and specifically the Detro it River border. The 

chapter aims to contextualize important treaties and polit ical moments along 

the US Canada border while chronicling its growth over the centuries. With 

regards to the Detroit River, the chapter aims to s howcase how the river has 

long been mobilized, maintained and imagined as infrastructure. While doing 

so, it also chronicles the coming of dredging along the Detroit River and 

its relevance to the shipping industry. 

The third chapter lays out the methodology of the t hesis, specifically 

outlining the methodology of data collection and kinds of data collected. 

The fourth chapter lays out the findings of the the sis. It begins with 

identifying metrics that were used to find data: economies, territoriality 
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and ecologies. Using these metrics a series of time -lines were first created 

to understand events along and/or of significance to the Detroit Windsor 

border. All of these time-lines chronicle, for each metric, important local, 

regional and global events from 1701 to present day. Th e reason to choose the 

coming of fur-trade was a deliberate one; the coming of fur trade catapulted 

Detroit on to the global market, fundamentally rewiring it as a place. These 

time-lines help contextualize events whilst also identifying larger patterns 

across time. It then moves a delineating a smaller amount of time, across 

all three time-lines to understand specific events and identify patterns that 

help in a reformulation of the border as : a register of flows; a habitat; 

place of being. Using graphics and texts, the attempt is to spatialize the 

border crossings and through that, the lived and/or perceived experience of 

the political border.

The conclusion, argues that a political border is infrastructure because 

it is more than just a line of division. It is not a static like, but it 

makes/enables certain things whilst constantly bein g in flux itself. In 

doing so, it also remarks on the impact of the reformulation of border as 

infrastructure on urban design thinking and practice. 
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Boundaries are as old as human civilization : they circumscribe, control 

and convey certain meanings. As society has grown, so has the interest in 

boundaries and borders. Till the modern age, natural fronti ers often coalesced 

into political borders. Modern nation states, howev er, do not always use 

natural frontiers as border locations. The current world harbors over 200 

states with more than 300 land borders between them, in addition to scores 

of sea boundaries. This “corpus has been perpetually e xpanding along with the 

rise of new states, especially after major upheavals such as wars” (Paasi, 

2011). Political borders are processes that emerge and exist out of and in 

boundary-producing practices and discourses, and th ey may be materialized 

and symbolized to greater or lesser extents (Paasi, 1996). T he study of 

borders is popular amongst a gamut of disciplines –  from anthropology to 

linguistics. Disciplines such as political geography have  long engaged in 

border studies, often understanding borders as inst itutions and processes 

(Anderson M., 1996) as elements that are inseparable from the development 

of the states that they enclose (Paasi,1996). 

A line marking national sovereignty is already something of a myth: a 
story that initially must be politely accepted by both sides and then 
constantly reaffirmed through negotiation. When the disparity between 
what is on the two sides of the line becomes too great — economically, 
environmentally, politically — people attempt to relieve the disparity 
by crossing. And that’s when governments begin to erect physical walls, 
out of fear. But a border becomes difficult to sustain when it is tasked 
with being a barrier,which is a very different entity.When this happens, 
the borderlands become a human ecotone that falls prey to every kind of 
subterfuge as people seek to foil that barrier. — William L. Fox, The 
Grey Scale

Border Concepts
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 + Seeing like a border

Borders are inextricably bound to the Althusserian notion o f ideological state 

apparatus; ideological practices such as nationalism and the material basis 

of such practices, which manifest themselves in ter ritoriality. Territoriality 

is an ideological practice and discourse that trans forms national spaces and 

histories, cultures, economic success and resources into bounded spaces (Sack, 

1986)(Anderson J., 1988)(Paasi,1996). Anssi Paasi argues that understanding 

borders is inherently an issue of understanding how states function and 

therefore:“(…) how borders can be exploited to both mobilize and fix territory, 

security, identities, emotions and memories, and various forms of national 

socialization” (Paasi, 2012, p. 2307). 

 

Traditional border studies has been characterized by a fixation with states 

and territories and the notion that political borders are physical outcomes 

of political, social and/or economic processes. The world s een in this way is 

compartmentalized into state shapes and territories, whic h are fixed, lacking 

internal fluidity. In more traditional understandings, borders exert power 

as markers of sovereignty and thus, as institutions that make it possible 

for states to use and to manage their human, economic, natura l and other 

resources and claim exclusive rights to territorial author ity (Murphy, 2010). 

Classic studies by scholars have highlighted the co -evolution of borders and 

states as well as the consolidation of state sovereignty as an historical 

process (Kristof, 1959).
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 + Border drawing: a crisis of representation?

The very act of drawing lines is a fundamentally spatial and geographical 

one that inscribes identities, polities, creating hierarchies, dichotomies 

and divisions. As Pickles notes:

Mapping and cartography —have been at the heart of this consciousness. 
Mapping technologies and practices have been crucial to the emergence of 
modern ‘views of the world, Enlightenment sensibilities and contemporary 
modernities. The world has literally been made, domesticated and ordered 
by drawing lines, distinctions, taxonomies and hierarchies: Europe and 
its others, West and non-West, or people with history and people without 
history. Through their gaze, gridding and architectures the sciences 
have spatialized and produced the world we inhabit. And, indeed, this is 
perhaps the crucial issue: maps provide the very conditions of possibility 
for the worlds we inhabit and the subjects we become (Pickles, 2004, pp. 
4-5).

17
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Traditionally, borders have been inscribed onto maps in the form of lines, 

marked by different colors so as to divide the world into discrete (often 

sovereign) territories; cartographic institutions a nd practices have “coded, 

decoded and recoded planetary, national and social spaces” (Pickles, 2004, p. 

5). Maps represent an abstracted reality. Modern cartography owes its birth 

to the broader process of “appropriation and neutralization of the humanist 

and materialist challenges of Renaissance thought” (Mezzadra & Neilson, 

2013, p. 31). Indeed the practices of Enlightenment cartogr aphy coincided 

with printer/state interest. This led to an ambiguous form of form of state 

cartography, one that produced maps for popular consumptio n. In doing so, it 

democratized access to spatial information, “ but it did so by prioritizing 

the interests of the military, the state and private property in its selection 

of objects to map the symbolization to be used” (Pi ckles, 2004, p. 13). 



This represents, according to Pickles a double crisis of representation: 

democratizing information while representing specific interests. 

Cartography and border making thus ‘make’ the world through the drawing of 

lines. This world making capacity of borders is an imp ortant heuristic device 

to “discern their role in the processes of accumulation  and exploitation that 

arose with mapping the modern world” (Mezzadra & Neilson, 2013, p. 30). In 

their projection of an abstracted reality, borders, li ke maps frame the world 

in specific ways. This representational value of ma ps and borders can be 

understood through what Martin Heidegger calls ‘enframing’. In talking about 

technology, Heidegger remarks that modern technology is a mode of revealing 

‘challenging revealing’; for it ‘sets upon’ everything, imposing upon it 

a demand that seizes and requisitions it for use i.e. ‘standing- reserve’ 

(Heidegger, 1977, p. xxix). As standing reserve, th e world was projected 

through precise mathematical techniques; indeed the world was mathematical. 

This projection, for Heidegger was one of the foundation for  the modern 

sciences and for technology as we know them” (Pickles, 2004, p. 84); maps 

and borders are examples of such an abstracted world space. 

Borders, are complex institutions that, reinforce “ practices of border 

reinforcement and border crossing” (Mezzadra & Neilson , 2013, p. 3).  Borders 

then, become a means to locate, negotiate and imagine the world in specific 

ways.

 

Ramya S |MoUD |LTU| 2016

18



19

Border as Infrastructure| Border Concepts

Situating boundaries and limits in borders 

Boundaries and borders are almost entirely situational, their necessity, 
legality, even legibility dependent on where you are in time and space in 
relationship to the line; they are as much fiction as reality, as much a 
gray area as a sharp delineation. This is not to say that such things as 
clear lines can’t exist — they do. It’s just that borders, which at one 
hour may be impassable and deadly, can later in the same day suddenly be 
open to smugglers or spies or politicians or housewives. It just depends 
on the circumstances (Fox & Taylor, 2016).

In defining a typology of borders, Lucius Caflisch (Caf lisch, 2006) begins by 

asserting that borders continue to identify the spaces wher e legal rules are 

applied. In deconstructing the vocabulary of borders, Caflisch also suggests 

that a distinction should be made between the concepts of ‘boundaries’ and 

‘limits’. Boundaries mark the division of sovereign spaces, while ‘limits’ 

refer to the division between sovereign and non-sovereign spaces, such as 

the 200 nautical mile limit of the exclusive economic zone, beyond which lie 

the high seas.  Caflisch emphasizes that sovereign space must be considered 

as a three-dimensional volume rather than a two-dimensional plane, wherein 

a multiplicity of jurisdictions can overlap. Caflisch furt her reviews the 

various categories that have distinguished types of borders and boundaries; 

noting that borders can be distinguished by their shape,  such as the difference 

between linear boundaries and the wide separation zones usually referred to 

as ‘frontiers’. Boundaries can also be defined by their functions, such as 

the fragmented boundaries that feature in areas of overlapping jurisdiction.

As distinct acts of abstraction and representation, border s are difficult 

to define. 
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As Étienne Balibar remarks:

The idea of a simple definition of what constitutes a border is, by 
definition, absurd: to mark out a border is precisely, to define a territory, 
to delimit it, and so to register the identity of that territory, or  
confer one upon it. Conversely, however, to define or identify in general  
is nothing other than to trace a border, to assign boundaries or borders 
(in Greek, horos; in Latin, finis or terminus; in German, Grenze; in 
French, borne). The theorist who attempts to define what a border is 
in danger of going round in circles, as the very representation of the 
border is the precondition for any definition (Balibar, 2002, p. 76).

According Mezzadra and Neilson, borders are ‘are essential to cognitive 

processes, because they allow both the establishment of taxonomies and 

conceptual hierarchies that structure the movement of thought’ (Me zzadra & 

Neilson, 2013, p. 16).

 + Defining borders

Borders have been understood, problematized and investigated by a host of 

disciplines. Historians have grappled with the temporality of borders. 

Frederick Jackson Turner’s landmark essay, “The significance of the frontier 

in American history” in 1920 was followed by a period of engagement of the 

border as a frontier. In the 1990s, as history began taking a spatial turn, 

historical studies engaged with borders in comparat ive ways, to enable 

regional and global comparison. 

20

Geographers have long been draw to the study of borders; especially their 

spatial dimensions i.e. the ways in which territory  and physical environment 

interrelate with the social, economic, political and cultural conditions 

of nations and states. Initially, geographers focused on the classification 

and function of different kinds of borders and on clarifying concepts such 

as ‘frontiers’, and ‘boundaries’. The analysis of border landscapes was one 
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way in which geographers sought to negotiate the complex relations between 

boundaries and the physical and human environments that shape them and are 

in turn shaped by them. Since the 1990s, border studies in geography have 

fostered interdisciplinary approaches. 

Borders are an important  anthropological subject; p articularly ethnographically. 

Anthropological ethnography has tended to focus on local communities at 

international borders in order to examine the symbolic and material processes 

of culture. The everydayness of border lives was an important lacuna in the 

study of borders by other social sciences. Indeed, the anthropology of borders 

helped move the focus of social science research from the rep resentations of 

the state, to understand the lived experience of borders. An  important theme 

in the anthropological study of borders was the exploration of permeability 

and permanence of borders by focusing on the  “adap tability and rigidity 

of border peoples and states and in their efforts to control t he social, 

political, economic and cultural fields which transcend their borders” (Wilson 

& Hastings, 2012, p. 6). Early work in the anthropo logy of borders owed much 

to Fredrik Bath (1969) whose pioneering work stressed on the relational and 

socially constructed nature of ethnic boundaries. Another pivotal study was 

that by Cole and Wolf (1974) that traced the effects of nation building on 

local political loyalties, thus demonstrating the need to understand local 

political movements/communities within the larger politi es they are a part of. 

Despite this, it could be argued that the initial studies on t he anthropology 

of borders were particularistic, localized and territorially focused. 
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In this thesis I understand the political border as a complex  social, 

ecological, cultural and infrastructural phenomenon  that, while being governed 

by political movements has spatial implication. Instead of characterizing that 

space as a borderland, I shall use the term border as a layered phenomenon 

and reality. In doing so, I aim to use the term border more as verb than a 

noun. To use the term as a verb, apart from a small semantic shift, is a 

definite spatial shift, making the idea of the border less de terministic and 

more structural. Such a formulation understands the creation and maintenance 

While architects have used the border as a spatial metaphor extensively in 

architecture they have often overlooked the material and political realities 

of borders (Madge & Peckham, 2006). In the recent p ast, however, there has been 

an increasing engagement by architects, landscape architects and urbanists 

with political borders and their impacts on people and architecture. 

There is an increasing body of work that is looking at the architecture of 

the border i.e. border crossings, border walls etc. as well as the ways in 

which borders are important ecological and cultural artifacts (Kim, 2012). 

An important work studying borders has been that by Teddy Cruz, along the 

US Mexico border.Cruz’s Political Equators seeks to re-imagine the political 

border (in his case the US- Mexico border) through the logic o f shared natural 

and social systems; and to recuperate the agency of  a border community’s 

productive capacity through a dialogue between its immediate social and 

ecological environment across the shared terrain (Cruz, 2014).  

 + Border as Network
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of a border as a network rather than a top down imposition. Using the Actor 

Network Theory, I characterize the political border as a net work composed of 

various actors and actants that make this network work. It is important to 

remark that while the network does not establish hierarchies, at different 

points in time and space the actors and actants will be connec ted in different 

ways to form the network.

In order to explain this formulation further, it is important to take step 

back and first explain the Actor Network theory framework and particularly 

explain the relevance to this theory to the study of borders. 

The Actor Network Theory (henceforth ANT) is not a theory at all. Formulated 

in the 1980s by STS scholar Micheal Callon, it does not aim to explain the 

world or its effects. Instead, it asks, how did the world come to be? ANT 

relies on the expansive and expanding power of netw orks to “tell stories 

about ‘how’ relations assemble or don’t” (Law, 2007, p . 2). Specifically, the 

actor network approach is interested in describing socially and materially 

heterogeneous systems in all their obduracy (and perhaps more importantly) 

fragility. According to Bruno Latour, the “great ec onomy of thinking allowed 

by the notion of the network is that we are no longer obliged to fill in 

the space in between the connections — to fill in the interspace” (Latour, 

1996, p. 6).  

Instead of a hierarchical explanation of the world, ANT seeks to understand 

the ways in which elements in a network are related to on e another. It 
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analyses materially heterogeneous relations through semiotics. An important 

term in ANT is translation. According to John Law, to “translate is to make 

two words equivalent… translation is both about mak ing equivalent, and about 

shifting” (Law, 2007, p. 5) — in this case the attempt is to mak e a political 

border and infrastructure equivalent.  ANT relies on actants being the source 

of action (without any special motivation of human individual actors, nor 

of humans in general).  ANT is more “an infralanguage than a metalanguage” 

(Latour, 1996, p. 9). According to Latour, it “simp ly opens, against all 

a-priori reducations, the possibility of describing irreductions” (Latour, 

1996, p. 9). 

To put it simply, the agenda of the actor network approach is: 

The attribution  of human, unhuman, nonhuman, inhuman, characteristics; 
the distribution  of properties among these entities; the connections 
established between them; the circulation  entailed by these attributions, 
distributions and connections; the transformation  of those attributions, 
distributions and connections, of the many elements that circulates and 
of the few ways through which they are sent. (Latour, 1996, p. 7)

According to John Law, the characteristics of ANT are: 

There is semiotic rationality (it’s a network whose elements define and 
shape one another), heterogeneity (there are different kinds of actors, 
human and otherwise), and materiality (stuff there is a-plenty, not just 
the ‘social’). There is an insistence on process and its precariousness 
(all elements need to play their part moment by moment or it all comes 
unstuck). There is attention to power as an effect (it is a function 
of network configuration and in particular the creation of immutable 
mobiles), to space and to scale (how it is that network extend themselves 
and translate distant actors). (Law, 2007, p. 7)

Which brings us to the question of: why and how can a border be a network? 

According to Radu: 
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The border, through its subjective productions of dwelling and crossing, 
is multi-form, representable and unrepresentable, known and unknown- a 
view that can stimulate further visions of spatiality and give away to 
more everyday subjective modes to relate to the edges of the state. 
Subjectivity and various spatial practices, representations of space and 
representational spaces involved in crossing and dwelling constitute 
traces of the continuous transformation of the border-subject and (re)
make the frontier as an actant itself (Radu, 2012, p. 30).

As a network thus, a border is not reduced to a sum of its circumstances — 

historical, ecological, legal-political, geographical, cultural and social. 

Instead, as a network it is able to extend itself along these (and more 

lines). It is the stability of the notion of the border that most certainly 

gives away the web of connections that hold it together. Political borders 

are normalized and propagated through translations that relate, define and 

order objects – human or otherwise. The reality of the political border is 

in essence the stability of the network. However, a threat that challenge 

or cause even one translation to fail, for instance immense migrations, 

begins to unravel the reality of the border. The network then needs to 

expand through the work of actants i.e. the web of relations makes and remake 

its components, e.g. in the form of a new technology (Smart Borders), new 

policies (e.g. the Western Hemisphere Initiative).



Understanding infrastructure :

The word “infrastructure “typically conjures associations with physical 
networks for transportation, communication, or utilities.  Infrastructure 
is considered to be a hidden substrate — the binding medium or current 
between objects of positive consequence, shape, and law. Yet today, 
more than grids of pipes and wires, infrastructure includes pools of 
microwaves beaming from satellites and populations of atomized electronic 
devices that we hold in our hands.  The shared standards and ideas that 
control everything from technical objects to management’s styles also 
constitute an infrastructure. Far from hidden, infrastructure is now the 
overt point of contact and access between us all — the rules governing 
the space of everyday life. — Keller Easterling, Extrastatecraft , p. 11  

Infrastructure is often seen as the hidden stuff i.e. an operative ground; 

infrastructure “lies unformed, hidden underneath” (Larkin, Form, 2015). Around 

the world, infrastructures have long held the promise of modernity, progress, 

development and freedom to people and governments. Social scientists have 

often assumed a certain stasis in infrastructure, while flows of information, 

people, money etc continue through or around them. According to Andrew 

Barry, the “spatial imaginary forms part of the political rationality of 

infrastructure. However, the challenge of studying infrastructure is not 

just a matter of making the static network visible” (Barry, 2015). However, 

this stasis is misleading. According to Barry:

As such, the material and political lives of infrastructure reveal 
fragile relations between people, things, and the institutions (both 
public and private) that seek to govern them. These more-than-human 
relations make infrastructure a productive location to examine the 
constitution, maintenance, and reproduction of political, economic, and 
social life (Barry, 2015).

In some ways, infrastructure is the velocity for power to flow, much faster 

than through law or democracy. According to Keller Easterling, infrastructure 

space is a form that is a updating platform “unfolding in time to handle new 

circumstances, encoding the relationships between buildings, or dictating 
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logistics” (Easterling, 2014, p. 14).  Large-scale infrastructures generate 

their own set of extra state authorities: 

Far removed from familiar legislative processes, dynamic systems of 
space, information, and power generate de facto forms of polity faster 
than even quasi - official forms of governance can legislate them.  Large 
scale spatial organizations like infrastructure projects (e.g., US rail 
in the nineteenth century, or global submarine cable networks) have long 
created the need for an administrative authority comparable to that of 
the state, and they continue to require direction from new constellations 
of international, intergovernmental, nongovernmental players. As a 
site of multiple, overlapping, or nested forms of sovereignty, where 
domestic and transnational jurisdictions collide, infrastructure space 
becomes a medium of what might be called extrastatecraft — a portmanteau 
describing the often undisclosed activities outside of, in addition to, 
and sometimes even in partnership with statecraft (Easterling, 2014, p. 
15). 

Infrastructure then, generates its own metabolism a nd vocabulary. This 

vocabulary is one of the primary means of holding the web of infrastructure 

together. This is not to say infrastructure is not real: it is very real. 

However, it is there is a need to move away from the form of infrastructure 

to formulating infrastructure as non-inert operative ground. It is anything 

but inert or static; infrastructures are inherently wired to constantly be 

in motion and create and maintain their vocabularies. On the  surface it might 

seem that infrastructures, like borders, tend to divide. But a closer look 

reveals that, like borders, infrastructures are complex webs that connect a 

multitude of actants. Instead of thinking of infrastructures as static, it 

is perhaps more useful to think of them as processes in motion. Indeed, as 

anthropologist Nikhil Anand remarks, that thinking, “abou t infrastructure as 

a process enables us to better theorize how our simultaneously social and 

natural worlds are constantly being made” (Anand, Bach, Elyachar, & Mains, 

2012). Indeed as Brian Larkin remarks:

Infrastructures also exist as forms separate from their purely technical 
functioning, and they need to be analyzed as concrete semiotic and 
aesthetic vehicles oriented to addressees. . . . Focusing on the issue 
of form, or the poetics of infrastructure, allows us to understand how 
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 + Infrastructural work 

 The study of infrastructure has been inextricably tied to politics; political 

scientists and historians have tended to study infrastructure in the larger 

backdrop of colonialism and/or high modernism (Mitchell T. , 2002) (Scott, 

1999).  The 19th and 20th centuries saw large-scale infrastr uctures undertaken 

across the world at a scale and pace hitherto unknown. From da m building 

to road and rail networks, infrastructures became t he common language of 

experts (in most cases engineers) across political, geographical lines and 

contexts (Swayamprakash, 2014). While infrastructure qui ckly becomes invisible 

and appears dull, there is a need to unearth the co ntroversies in their 

construction and maintenance (see Carse 2012). Across disciplines, topics have 

included standardization and classification; flexibility and extensibility; 

invisibility and black-boxing; and understanding infrastructure in relation 

to lived practice. Infrastructures as these studies have shown us, have 

been studied in the particularities of their context. Despite that, there 

is something generalizable about infrastructure. Thus far, of the work on 

infrastructures has been accused of being in strict siloes, focusing only 

on a particular system or scale, and with few exceptions it ha s remained 

sequestered within some of the smaller academic fields. Infrastructures have 

been seen as “designed and planned technical systems” (Jensen & Morita, 

2015, p. 82). 
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the political can be constituted through different means (Larkin, 2013)
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Recently, anthropologist Brian Larkin famously defined infrastructure as 

“objects that create the grounds on which other objects operate” (Larkin, 

2013, p. 329).  Thus, “their particular ontology lies in the fact that they 

are things and also the relation between things” (L arkin, 2013, p.329). Jenson 

and Morita remark that this formulation is very sug gestive “for thinking 

about their experimental dimensions and capacities” (Jensen & Morita, 2015, 

p. 82). 

According to them, Larkin’s description of infrastructures resembles a complex 

feedback loop, one that is not a closed loop: 

Infrastructures are involved in a continuous work of relating and 
redefining actors, from concrete and bacteria to spirits and states. 
Because these elements are extremely heterogeneous, and because their 
relations transform over time, infrastructural configurations are liable 
to unpredictable change. (Jensen & Morita, 2015, pp. 82-3).

They further argue that it is not just the infrastructural elements that are 

subject to change but also the forms of politics, society and environment 

that are generated by these systems. Even, the very  distinction between nature 

and culture can be understood, to a significant ext ent, as a consequence 

of particular infrastructural arrangements (Morita, 2015). Infrastructures 

then, are complex heterogeneous assemblages that are const antly in motion 

whilst also being made i.e. they “are things and also the relation between 

things ” (Larkin, 2013, p. 329). Rooted in materiality, infrastructures are 

in constant motion and through and with networks that are a combination of 

material and non-material. 

Border as Infrastructure| Border Concepts
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Historical and Geographical Context

One of the striking features of the US Canada border, apart from it being the 

longest non militarized border in the world, is the zone of no touching — a 

zone of ten feet on either side of the border where no vegetation can survive 

and every three years a maintenance team goes out to the boundary markers 

and clears any new growth. On Google Maps, the line is discernible nay 

unmistakable. This political border has long been seen as a benign border, 

one that aids movement. Yet, like all political borders, the imposition of 

the line itself was an act of cartographic violence, over hundreds of years. 

According to Randy Widdis, the US- Canada border has a completely different 

meaning for aboriginal and métis people: 
 

In their territorialization, Europeans fashioned territories of what they 
perceived as empty spaces, ignoring  peoples, and in their settlement, 
colonists destroyed the more fluid territories of indigenous peoples, 
dispossessing them of their lands. As a result, indigenous people view 
the line as a European geopolitical creation imposed on their former  
territories, a symbol of colonial subjugation. And yet they  too have 
both used and disregarded the boundary as a means of economic gain (e.g. 
smuggling). It is a symbol not just of exploitation and dispossession, 
but of interaction and negotiation as well. The “Medicine Line,” the term 
given by the Blackfoot to the border, and subsequently adopted by other 
groups, was a paradox; for some it meant escaping punishment by crossing the 
border into what was a safety net of neighboring tribes of “the Queen’s” or 
“Grandmother’s Land,” while for others, it simply became an artificially 
imposed line that cut across traditional territories and banished  
people from their homeland and relatives (Widdis, 2015, pp. 177-8).

 As Konrad and Nicol remark: 

The evolution of the political border between the US and Canada took 
place over centuries —involving a variety of nations from Britain and 
France, then a fledging Unites States, Spain and Russia and finally an 
independent Canada—through constant negotiation and renegotiation. It 
is the story of an arbitrary line dividing the North American continent 
that came to be understood and accepted as the division between people, 
nations and economies. The line itself grew in stops and starts as 
colonial powers and independent nations explored territory and negotiated 
it. It is a fascinating story of exploration, First Nations’ “medicine 
lines”, international tribunals, engineering accomplishments, political 
and military battles and unheralded cooperation (Konrad & Nicol, 2008, 
p. 57). 
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In the first 100 odd years of its constitution, the border was defined in 

treaty but remained largely invisible on land or water. The physical stamping 

of the border was a messy one; overgrown and obliterated for the most part, 

the International Boundary Commission (established by treaty in 1908) was 

charged with re-establishing the border. Indeed, from ‘the very beginning, 

the boundary between the newly created United States of America and Great 

Britain’s colonies did less to divide the continent into clearly demarcated 

portions than it did to establish a zone of interaction or frontier between 

a varied collection of colonies on one side and an assemblage of states on 

the other’ (Konrad & Nicol, 2008, p. 70). As the map chronicles, the line 

dividing the United States and Canada grew in stops and starts, as and 

when required, often mediated by conflict and/or arbitration — much like 

infrastructure. In a sense, the line became a convenient means to spatialize 

the nation. It has been argued that the border has been a constant factor in 

the identity of Canadians and Americans alike (McDougall & Valentine, 2004) 

(Brunsman , Stone, & Fisher, 2012) (Widdis, 2015) whilst being a space of 

confrontation/contestation. According to Randy Widdis: 

Access to fur trade routes was at the heart of cross-border disputes 
between the British and French and borders were drawn and redrawn 
throughout the 17th and 18th centuries. The border continued to be 
contested after the American Revolution created two polities out of 
British North America. Former Americans fought alongside former French 
colonists and aboriginals to defend Canada from American invasion in 
the War of 1812. The threat of American imperialism as evidenced in 
declarations of manifest destiny and various boundary disputes (Oregon 
and Alaska) rendered the relationship between British North America, 
later Canada, and the US uneasy. Cross border raids by dissidents, most 
notably the Irish-American Fenians, continued throughout the latter 
part of the 18th century. But once the new Dominion was established, the 
United States and Canada agreed to resolve outstanding border issues, 
and the basis for the present-day relationship ensuring a stable border 
was established.

Border as Infrastructure| Context
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MAP: THE EVOLVING US- CANADA BORDER
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Authors like Heather Nicol have argued that, “North American borders function 

in terms of broader sociological and political processes” (Nicol, 2012, p. 

143) instead of idiosyncratic, “irrelevant, mirror-images of US border-

building processes” (Nicol, 2012, p. 143).  Indeed, the border was an 

important means to understand the differences in the two countries:

The border serves as a basic reference point for historical, literal, 
symbolic, and psychological interpretations of Canadian identity. To a 
significant degree, Canada has defined itself, since the discovery of 
the New World, in contrast with the United States and in this regard, 
the border has served as a psychological marker between “them” and “us.” 
The psychological border is a place of cultural anxiety for Canadians, 
at least those we traditionally categorize as “English Canadian;” it 
is intrinsically linked to their sense of themselves as a people, as a 
culture, and as a nation. For better or worse, much of that sense has 
been defined in relation to American culture, because of proximity, both 
literal and cultural. Even though —and perhaps because—Canada’s border 
with the US has proven to be particularly porous, it is reified as a 
social and cultural line of defence against the hegemony of American 
popular culture. (Widdis, 2015, p. 176)

Wall, fence and gate, line or obstacle, even within the context of a 
fairly stable discourse rooted in notions of expansionism, Manifest 
Destiny and ethnocentrism, as the meaning, legitimization and definition 
underlying American exceptionalism and expansionism shifted over time, 
so the meaning, symbolism and importance of the border, as well as the 
establishment of border institutions, did not remain static. Yet even 
so, the border was always understood in terms of its constituent role 
in defining the Canadian state, as a territorial marker which divided 
empires and nations. It defined and explained differences in character 
and identity, and it essentialized differences between nations on the 
basis of the fact of border itself (Nicol, 2012, p. 152).

She further argues that the border has been connected with security 

negotiations in North America, in specific, there has been a proliferation 

(with a concomitant push back) about the necessary integration of Canadian 

national security with US national security interests (Nicol, 2012). The 

Border as Infrastructure| Context
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1783: The Definitive Treaty of Peace

The boundary between the newly formed United States of Ameri ca and the British colonies in 
the north America was drawn from the “mouth of the St. Criox River in the Bay of Fundy” 
to the northwestern most point of Lake of the Woods, and from there to the west of the 
Mississippi River and down that River.

1794 Jay’s Treaty

Two Commissioners were appointed to decide what river was ac tually the St. Criox, and also 
if the line west from the northwestern most point of Lake of the Woods did not intersect 
the Mississippi River, that the two parties should proceed b y amicable negotiation to 
fix the boundary in that area. 

1814 Treaty of Ghent

This treaty provided for a list of outstanding and accumulated decisions to be made by 
the Commissioners. First, it was required to decide the sove reignty of the islands in 
the Passamoquoddy Bay, determine the “northwest angle of Nova Scotia” and the northwest 
head of the Connecticut River, and that a map should be drawn of the boundary. The “North 
Line” section of the boundary, extending from the source of the St. Criox River to the 
“northwest angle of Nova Scotia” was to be surveyed and marked on this map under Article 
V of the treaty. Articles VI and VII provided that the Commissioners should decide the 
boundary from the 45 th parallel to the northwestern most point of Lake of the Woods.  Under 
this treaty, agreement was established regarding part of this boundary through the Great 
Lakes. Parts of the line through the St. Mary’s River and the head of Lake Superior were 
not decided. 

1818 Article II of the Convention of 1818

This convention stipulated that the boundary extended from the northwestern most point 
of Lake of the Woods north to south to the 49 th  parallel and along it to Stony [Rocky] 
Mountains. The boundary west of this point remained unresolved. 

1842 The Webster- Ashburton Treaty

The Commissioners appointed by the Treaty of Ghent failed to  resolve the boundary between 
the adjoining northeastern states of the U.S. and adjacent British Colonies. The United 
States would not accept the award of the King of the Netherlands acting under Articles 
IV and V of the Treaty of Ghent, which essentially gave lands already occupied by New 
Englanders back to Great Britain. The Webster-Ashburton Tr eaty awarded a large arcing 
boundary in favor of the United States claim. This treaty als o resolved the remaining 
issue of the boundary through the St. Mary’s River to the nort hwestern most point of Lake 
of the Woods. 

1846 The Oregon Treaty

This treaty defined the boundary from the summit of the Rocky Mountains westward along 
the 49 th  parallel to the Strait of Georgia and south and west along through the Strait of 
Juan de Fuca to the Pacific Ocean. There was, however, disagreement on the water boundary 
through the straits. This led to arbitration and an award by t he Emperor of Germany which 
was accepted formally in the protocol in 1873. 
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1892 Convention of 1892

The boundary was confirmed finally through the islands in Pa ssamoquoddy Bay. Provision was 
made for a joint survey of the Alaskan boundary from Portland Canal to the 141 st  meridian

1899 Mutual Agreement

In 1898 the Klondike Gold Rush raised the question of where th e boundary lay between 
Alaska and the Yukon through the rugged coastal terrain. In 1899, by mutual agreement, a 
provisional boundary was established above the head  of Lynn Canal and across the Chilkoot 
and White Passes

1903 Convention of 1903

The Alaska Boundary Tribunal was established to resolve the Southeast Alaska boundary. 
The survey and the marking of the boundary was initiated following the Award of October 
20, 1903 by Dr. W.F.King Dominion Astronomer, and Mr. O.H. Titman, Superintendent, United 
States Coast and Geodetic Survey, Who were appointed as Comm issioners under the same 
convention.

1905 Exchange of Notes

A short section of the Southeast Alaska boundary, undefined by the Award, and subsequently 
agreed upon  by the Commissioners, was formally accepted by both countries in an exchange 
of notes. 

1906 Convention of 1906

Commissioners King and Titman were appointed to conduct the  survey and marking of the 
141 st  meridian between the Yukon and Alaska. The task was completed in 1913. 

1908 Treaty of 1908

This treaty provided for the complete demarcation o f the boundary from the Atlantic Ocean 
to the Pacific Ocean, and the preparation of accurate charts  along the length of the 
boundary. Previously, land sections of the boundary had been marked by monuments, mounds 
or rock cairns. This treaty made provisions for water boundary demarcation on charts and 
by buoy, monuments, and ranges. The terms of the treaty were t o be carried out on each of 
the sections of the boundary under the direction of two Commi ssioners, one to be appointed 
by each country. For the St. Lawrence River and Great Lakes section, however, the work 
was to be completed by the International Waterways Commission [now defunct and superseded 
by the International Joint Commission], which had membership of three Commissioners from 
each country. 

1910 Treaty of 1910

The boundary was defined through Passamoquoddy Bay to a point in the middle of the Grand 
Manan Channel. 
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1925 Treaty of 1925

This treaty made minor adjustments to the boundary in Grand Manan Channel, at the 
northwestern most point of Lake of the Woods, and on the 49 th  parallel, where the boundary 
was changed from a slightly curved line between monuments to  a series of straight lines . 
Also in this treaty, provision was made for the continued maintenance of the international 
boundary by the Commissioners appointed under the T reaty of 1908 and by their successors. 

1960 International Boundary Commission Act

Under the provisions of the Act, the Commission regulates all construction within three 
meters or 10 feet of the boundary and is responsible for defin ing the location of the 
boundary. The Commissioners will report to the two governme nts on work completed each 
year and provide the latest data on the boundary commission. 

1984 Award of the World Court

The international tribunal in the Hague awarded a boundary adjustment to Canada in the 
disputed area of George’s Bank in the Gulf of Maine The dispute arose as both Canada and 
the United States extended boundaries and exclusive resource zones to 200 mile limit off 
their coasts. 
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transnationalism of the US – Canada border she argues, “ is tied to the 

functioning of the border itself, and the way in which the border operated 

as an apparatus of state control (or indeed helped to shape the nature 

of state control itself). Ironically, perhaps, the reflexive nature of 

the perceived threat of terrorism in North America has made these border 

walls themselves more reflexive—universalizing US norms while satiating the 

Canadian desire for independence from “Uncle Sam” in ways which reinforce 

Canadian sovereignty while facilitating US control” (Nicol, 2012, p. 161).

Seen in this light, the border is more than a facilitator of movement, it 

is also an infrastructure of control, hegemony and nation making.  As the 

table shows, the making of the US Canada border has taken hundreds years and 

even today there remain zones of contention. However, a closer delve into 

the border along the Great Lakes reveals that the border stitches through 

communities in Michigan and Ontario, revealing urban agglomerations on either 

side of the border, deeply dependent on one another i.e. moving away from the 

border as a line to the idea of the borderland — as a larger socio-cultural 

cohesive entity that is not just rooted to the border. Historically, the 

Great Lakes have constituted a zone of permeability with regards to the US- 

Canada border, arguing that the area “historically transnational” given “the 

economic (and other) relationships that have spanned the border” (Bukowczyk, 

Faires, Widdis, & Smith, 2005, p. 177).  In the book, John Bukowczyk argues 

that the Canada-U. S. border “never was a fixed structure, but rather a bundle 

of contingencies presenting both opportunities and constraints” (Bukowczyk, 

Faires, Widdis, & Smith, 2005, p. 180).

Border as Infrastructure| Context
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 + The Detroit River Border 

The founding of Detroit as a fur trading post was not without its problems.  

Between 1701 when Detroit was founded and 1837 when Michigan became the 26th 

state in the union, the city of Detroit changed hands 5 times going from 

the French to the British to the Americans, back to the British and finally 

ensconced firmly in the American dream. 

In the case of the Detroit River, the boundary was in fact both an “imposition” 

as well as a catalyst in the “interdependence of community, commerce and the 

state” (McDougall & Valentine, 2004, p. 13) from 1786 to 1807. In a sense, 

as the river was negotiated as the political border, it remained a zone of 

interaction.  

Through the Treaty of Paris, in 1783, the border was first imposed between the 

newly formed United States and the British colonies.  Despite this treaty and 

the subsequent Jay’s treaty of 1794, control of the borderland region remained 

in contention for quite some time. Although formally under the control of the 

U.S., the British held the region hostage pending the settlement of United 

Empire Loyalists claims against the United States for losses incurred during 

the Revolutionary War (McDougall & Valentine, 2004, p. 13). French defeat in 

the Seven Years War in 1763 brought the British into Detroit; this transfer 

coincided with the end of Pontiac’s Rebellion and the Royal Proclamation of 

1763, which pledged to have the British Crown enter treaties with Indigenous 

communities prior to opening the land for settlement. As part of the process 

of transferring control of the old Northwest, the northern Superintendent of 

Indian Affairs, Sir William Johnson, signed a Treaty of Peace and Friendship 

Border as Infrastructure| Context
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with the Huron in 1764 provided for the continuation of the limited settler 

occupation that had been enjoyed by the French on the Detroit River and Lake 

St. Clair, and the right to peaceful passage through Lake Erie to Detroit for 

settlers under British tenure. Councils with the Algonquian and Iroquoian 

nations at Niagara, near Detroit and Oswego, recognized the British presence 

throughout the region (McDougall & Valentine, 2004, p. 14). With the signing 

of the Jay Treaty and the presence of American forces in the region to 

protect the settler communities, the function of Detroit changed. The fur 

trade declined, and the traders in Detroit became land speculators (McDougall 

& Valentine, 2004, p. 16).  According the McDougall and Valentine: 

As the American presence was becoming paramount, many merchants in 
Detroit lobbied for a town on the British side of the Detroit River. 
In 1795, the British allocated 19 lots beside the site of their new 
fort, Fort Malden, for those who wished to move. In May and June 1796, 
the stores were moved from Forts Miami and Detroit to the new fort; in 
the following month, Detroit was evacuated by the British and, two days 
later, it was occupied by the Americans (McDougall & Valentine, 2004, 
p. 17)

During the war of 1812, the region around the Detroit River saw a lot of 

fighting; the river itself served as barrier between British Upper Canada and 

American Michigan territory. Until the war of 1812, the border was largely 

permeable; crossing the border simply meant ‘crossing over’ (Brunsman , 

Stone, & Fisher, 2012).  After the war, despite its absence in physical form, 

the borderline “came to mean something” (Leacock); it defined territory 

and a sense of place for Anglo-Canadians in particular. It was with the 

formalization of the political border that certain urban conurbations took 

seed; for instance, Old Sandwich town on the Canadian side, across from 

Detroit, began as a place to house British nationals and sympathizers after 
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 + Detroit River as infrastructure

An Act of Congress declared the Detroit River a ‘public thoroughfare for the 

passage of vessels’ (Burton, Stocking, & Miller, 1922, p. 32) on 19 October 

1819.  In opening up the river for private vessels, the river became an 

important trade conduit. As commerce and the city of Detroit grew, the river 

was dredged to maintain a navigable channel. The US Army Corps of Engineers 

played a seminal role in the drafting of the River and Harbor Act of 1890, 

which authorized funds to improve the Great Lakes navigational system. Under 

the provisions of the act, the Corps was to conduct a survey to mark out a 

20-foot ship channel in the waters connecting the Lakes Erie, Huron, and 

Superior (Becker, 1987, p. 7).  The political border ran through the shipping 

channel, equidistant from both ends of the channel, not necessarily both 

banks. 

In the case of the Detroit River, the insertion of the US Canada border along 

the river was contemporaneous to the trading of islands amongst private 

individuals.  Island ownership was often a contentious issue between the two 
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the British had ceded Detroit to the Americans. After the imposition of the 

border, both the Canadian and American governments undertook to negotiate 

treaties to open the region to settlers: 

The American Treaty of Greenville in 1795 was followed by treaties in 
1807 and 1817, which opened the land around Detroit, along the United 
States side of the St. Clair River and around the western end of Lake 
Erie for settlement. On the British side of the river, the treaties of 
1790, 1822 and 1827 opened that region for settlement. Both governments 
worked quickly to consolidate and inhabit their sides of the (border) 
line. As they did, the old hunting lands vanished. Local commerce 
shifted from the fur trade to the provision of merchandise for settlers. 
(McDougall & Valentine, 2004, pp. 17-8)¬
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countries. For instance, until 1822 the United States questioned British 

sovereignty over one of the islands in the lower Detroit River. The reason: 

ownership of the island determined access as well sovereignty over the 

shipping channel. According to Rockne Smith:

The fixing of the actual boundary between Canada and the United States 
through the Detroit River was a matter of extended negotiations. 
Due to ambiguity and various possible interpretations, it was not 
settled until a compromise in 1822. This settlement placed Sugar 
and Stony Islands in the United States. It defined the channel 
of the river as being between Bois Blanc and the Canadian shore, 
and designating the centerline of that channel as the boundary, 
excepting that the island of Bois Blanc should be British Territory 
(Smith, 1997, p. 62). 

At the time, the United States controlled 80% of the shipping traffic by 

volume but the shipping channel itself was predominantly in Canadian waters.

The River and Harbor Act of May 3, 1899, authorized a survey by the US Army 

Corps to “secure a safe and convenient channel 21 ft (6.4 m) deep” from 

Detroit to Lake Erie (U.S. House of Representatives, 1900).  The aim of the 

construction work on the Detroit River, from the head of Grosse Ile to the 

Detroit River lighthouse in Lake Erie was to achieve a minimum depth of 5.6 

m. In this report, three plans for a “safe and convenient” channel were 

outlined.  The River and Harbor Act of June 13, 1902, selected one of the 

proposed routes, creating what is now known as the Amherstburg channel in 

Canadian waters. The plan called for a “channel with a minimum width of 183 

m and 6.4 m depth (using the newly adjusted lowest mean monthly water stage 

of November 1895 as a reference)”  (Bennion & Manny, p. 5). An estimate of 

cost shows that 79,400 m 3 of bedrock needed to be removed from the areas of 

Ballards Reef and Limekiln Crossing (U.S. House of Representatives, 1904). 
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The River and Harbor Act of March 2, 1907, officially approved construction 

of the Livingstone Channel for down bound traffic west of the Amherstburg 

Channel, with a depth of 6.7 m and a width of 91 m across Limekiln Ridge 

to Bar Point and 244 m from there to the 6.7 m depth contour of western 

Lake Erie. To facilitate the removal of bedrock in the Limekiln Ridge 

area, a 1,768-m-long cofferdam was constructed to allow excavation in the 

dry (Bennion & Manny, p. 5). Before channel modification, the rock shoals 

at Limekiln Ridge and Ballards Reef were a natural flow-control point for 

the water levels of lakes Michigan-Huron, because more than 60 percent of 

the total flow in the Detroit River passed between Stony Island and Canada 

(Horton & Grunsky, 1927).  An unmodified channel ran from Fighting Island 

to the north end of Grosse Ile required vessels to make five turns within 

5.3 km. In 1911, directed by Congress, the Corps recommended straightening, 

widening and deepening this section of river. The new channel would be 6.7 m 

deep and 244 m wide and provide a straight course from the head of Fighting 

Island to the head of Grosse Ile (Bennion & Manny, p. 5). 

The dredging along the Detroit River was not without its ecological costs. 

In 1914, the Report of the U.S. Commissioner of Fisheries, “The whitefish 

fisheries of the Detroit River have been undergoing a steady decline for 

years” (Bennion & Manny, p. 5). The Grassy Island area was known for its 

productive capacity as a fishery for Lake Whitefish (Farmer, 1884, p. 16). 

With approval by the River and Harbor Act of March 4, 1913, construction 

by the Corps of the Fighting Island channel from 1914 to 1915 removed 

the whitefish spawning habitat there, and spawning runs of Lake Whitefish 
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disappeared from the Detroit River shortly thereafter (Bennion & Manny, p. 

5). 

In 1917, the Corps recommended work to enlarge the Amherstburg Channel as 

well as the construction of a dike along the west side of the rock-cut 

portion below the cofferdam and creation of a spoil bank to a height 0.3 m 

below water surface east of the cofferdam (creating Crystal Bay) between the 

Livingstone and Limekiln Channels. The new dike was 6,340 m long, with a 457-

m gap just north of Bois Blanc Island. These works were recommended to both 

reduce the cross current (described as a “serious menace to navigation”) and 

maintain water levels upstream of the channels (Bennion & Manny, p. 7).  In 

1928, the Corps recommended the deepening of the Livingstone and Fighting 

Island Channels. By 1937, a cross dike running towards Sugar Island was also 

constructed to help maintain water levels (Bennion & Manny). 

Throughout the 20th century, many such ‘improvements’ were suggested by the 

Corps and approved by the US Congress with great alacrity. Important to 

mention is the fact that these improvements were meant to keep the business 

interests on either side of the river satiated. The project to construct 

a major shipping channel along the Detroit River was begun in 1874 with 

Congress approval, that project was completed in 1964 with the construction 

of the 96.5 km of shipping channels. 

In making the Detroit River an effective and well-maintained shipping 

corridor, the border too became a well-maintained and used corridor. The 

complex history of (is)land ownership along the river and the indelible make 

Ramya S |MoUD |LTU| 2016



45

left by dredging point to how the political border was used to spatialize 

the shipping channel.

Through this brief historical survey I have attempted:

1. To show that the history of the US- Canada border is far from a benign   

 one. More importantly, the history shows us that treaties, trade   

  flows across and along a border can also be seen as markers of power 

 and/or hegemony

2. In chronicling a short history of the US Canada border along the Detroit 

 River, I have attempted to show the impact of regional and national 

 events on the border as a legality and a lived experience. In doing   

 so,  I also make a case for understanding the importance of trade in   

 pacifying the border

3. Through a short history of dredging along the Detroit River, I have  

 also tried to show the role of technology in making the river    

 conducive for trade, and un-conducive for ecological actors. The   

 cutting and filling of the river to maintain its viability as a   

 shipping and trade channel also shows the ‘transnational’ nature of the 

 border. 
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Through a brief survey of the historical and geogra phical context, the 

previous chapter aimed at questioning the benign-ness of the US – Canada 

border by alerting us to the reality that movement along and across a border 

is seldom benign, it forever holds up markers of po wer and/or hegemony. 

Secondly, the historical survey alerts us to the contestations along the 

border and means and methods by which such contestation was addressed. In 

doing so, it also beings into focus the making of national identity and 

the role and importance of trade in creating an un-armed border. Third, it 

addressed the role that technology played in making the river conducive for 

a particular form of movement.

Thus it raises questions about the directionality of trade (i.e. where do 

the more valuable goods originate?) and what that tells us about the relative 

power of each of the trading partners. It also asks questions about the 

openness of the border, specifically asking, whom t he border is actually open 

for and for whom is it closed? These questions allude to the performative, 

inhibitive, enabling and validating roles that borders play. 

In order to answer these questions, it was importan t to go unpack them 

and reformulate them in the context of the case study at hand, to yield a 

data collection matrix and methodology. The questions, which became central 

research questions, were reformulated thus: what is  border as infrastructure? 

Methodology
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How does a political border become infrastructure and how does a political 

border perform? Through these questions was evolved a methodology to attempt 

an answer. 

Infrastructures are coded and mobilized in society; they are social, 

ecological and economic artifacts among other things. In order to understand 

if a political border could be infrastructure, it w as important to ask 

three types of questions that adhered to these three cornerstones: economy, 

demographics and ecologies. In the case of political borders, demographics 

are also territorial i.e. nationality/national identity is a notion deeply 

entrenched and bounded by a territory — even if such said nation, is, to 

borrow from Benedict Anderson, an artifact of imagination.  In a sense then 

the socio-economic, in the case of political borders is also territorial. 

The three cornerstones then become: economies, territoriality and ecologies. 

 + Analytical Framework

The fundamental starting point for the thesis was, how did the border come 

to be? In order to address this question, this thesis uses Actor Network 

Theory to characterize a political border as a netw ork made up various 

actants and actors. As a network, a political border is not understood as a 

hierarchical entity, instead, it posits a political border a connected that 

entity that showcases important actants at different points in time and at 
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different spaces. To begin with, the Border Network diagram begins outlining 

the various actants that make and maintain a border and it starts outlines 

the connections between these actors/actants. This understanding moves the 

border from being a sum of its circumstances to a conception of a political 

border having its own agency and impact — spatially and in materiality.

 +  A note on Actor Network Theory as framework and methodology

The ANT takes the agency of nonhumans (machines, an imals, texts, and hybrids, 

among others) very seriously. The ANT is a heterogeneous amalgamation of 

textual, conceptual, social, and technical actors. 

The “volitional actor” for ANT i.e. an actant , is any agent, collective or 

individual, that can associate or disassociate with other agents.  Actants 

are foundationally indeterminate, with no a priori substance or essence, and 

it is via the networks in which they associate that actants derive their 

nature. Furthermore, actants themselves develop as networks. Actors are 

combinations of symbolically invested “things,” “identit ies,” relations, and 

inscriptions, networks capable of nesting within other diverse networks. 

Actants then, enter into networked associations, wh ich in turn define 

them, name them, and provide them with substance, action, intention, and 

subjectivity. 

Networks are processual, built activities, performe d by the actants out 

of which they are composed. Each node and link is s emiotically derived, 
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making networks local, variable, and contingent. Analytically, the ANT is 

interested in the ways in which networks overcome resistance and strengthen 

internally, gaining coherence and consistence (stabilize); how they organize 

(juxtapose elements) and convert (translate) networ k elements; how they 

prevent actors from following their own proclivity (become durable); how 

they enlist others to invest in or follow the program (enroll); how they 

bestow qualities and motivations to actors (establish roles as scripts); 

how they become increasingly transportable and “useful” (simplify); and how 

they become functionally indispensable (as obligatory points of passage).

ANT has been considered as much a theory as much as a method; anti-

essentialism informs both the conceptual frame used for interpretation and 

guides the processes through which networks are examined. 

ANT advances three methodological principles:

1. Agnosticism , which advocates abandoning any a priori assumptions of 

 the nature of networks, causal conditions, or the accuracy of actant’s 

 accounts. ANT imposes impartiality and requires th at all interpretations 

 be unprivileged. 

2. Generalized symmetry , employing a single explanatory frame when 

 interpreting actants, human and nonhuman. Investigators should never 

 shift registers to examine individuals and organizations, bugs and 

 collectors, or computers and their programmers. 

3. Free association , which advocates abandoning any distinction between 
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 natural and social phenomenon. These distinctions are the effects of 

 networked activity, are not causal, and cannot provide explanation. 

In line with its ethnomethodological roots, ANT the orists describe networks by 

“following the actor” into translations. Interested in contextual con versions 

as well as alterations in content, ANT advocates entering scientific debates 

prior to closure, examining science in the making

ANT can be considered a theory of the mechanics of power: the s tabilization and 

reproduction of some interactions at the behest of others, the construction 

and maintenance of network centers and peripheries, and the establishment of 

hegemony. Rather than power as possession, power is persuasion, “measured” 

via the number of entities networked. Power is generated in a relational and 

distributed manner as a consequence of ordering struggles. 

The central theme of ANT is translation, which is both a practice (making 

equivalent) and an outcome (both realized effects and the disp lacement 

of alternative possibilities), understood in terms of the translator, 

the translated, and the translation medium. Translation is the process 

of converting entities, of making similar or simplifying while retaining 

difference ( thus translation is not simply transfer). 

51



 + Research questions and data categories

As the diagram attempts to explain, data from a cer tain category might 

well help answer a question from another. Hence data collection would be 

understood as a process that was governed by the th ree categories i.e. 

economic, territorial and ecological rather than the questions themselves. 

Before data could be collected, it was important to understand what kind 

of data was being sought. Data of the following broad varieties was sought:

1. Archival data:

a. Archival Maps and photos to give a sense of how and when the political 

 border over the Detroit River was first registered and late r, documented.  

 These maps would also give a sense of the evolving  urban agglomerations 

 on both sides of the border as well the evolving shape of the islands 

 along the Detroit River —especially the subtraction and addition of 

 landforms over time as dredging progressed. 

b. Land ownership records as well as archival maps would be a veritable 

 source to understand the buying and selling of isl ands along the Detroit 

 River and any change to those transactions based on the imposition of 

 the border. 

2. Dredging data from the Army Corps of Engineers — both historical and 

 contemporary— would give a sense of the amounts of material excavated 

 and where that material might have been deposited/dumped. 

3. River flow velocity data over the last 113 years (1900-2013) could  
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 be  an important means to understand the role of dredging in altering/

 accelerating river flow velocity over time. 

4. Historical and current spawning sites of fish along the Detroit river 

 would also be an important means to juxtapose the effect of dredging 

 on the fish runs, if any

5. Birding sites (old and new) would again be markers of the affects of  

 human intervention along and on the river. 

6. Demographic data in terms of border crossings, historical as well as 

 contemporary, would allow a long term analysis of the usage and importance 

 of border crossings

7. Trade data, over time and space, would also reveal the importance of 

 border crossings 

 + Data Sources

Archival Maps, in specific old nautical charts of the Detroit River were 

available on the National Oceanic and Atmospheric A dministration (NOAA) 

website. These maps normally came with detailed bathymetry of the river, 

thus making them important sources to map the chang es in river depth pre and 

post dredging, over time. 

The Bentley Historical Collection, as well as the Detroit Public Library 

(the Burton Historical Collection) also had important archival maps. 
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An online source for high resolution, archival maps of the area as well as 

the Detroit river was the David Rumsey Collection. 

Archival photos from the DTE collection were used to stitch together images 

of Zug Island then projected on GIS, after which a figure ground was drawn 

on Arc-GIS. 

Land ownership as well as island ownership records were obtained at the 

Bentley Historical Collection; the library at the University of Michigan 

as well as Detroit Public Library. This information was triangulated with 

secondary sources in the form of books and maps to ascertain island ownership 

and transfer. 

Dredging data was available from the US Army Corps of Engineers website, as 

well as the United States Geological Survey website. 

The NOAA website also had detailed month wise river flow velocity data that 

showed variation according to time of year as well as year-by-year. 

Data on spawning sites was based on the Ecological Survey of the Detroit 

river conducted in the 1950s, which was compared with the data on historical 

and contemporary spawning locations from the Detroit International Regulate 

as well as the US Fish and Wildlife services’ map of spawning sites along 

the Great Lakes. 
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Data on birding sites — both historical and contemporary — was obtained from 

the Detroit Audubon Society, the Michigan Audubon Society, and the US Fish 

and Wildlife Service.  In addition, books by Detroit International Wildlife 

Refuge Manager, Dr. John Hartig helped delineate historical sites. The Great 

Lakes Institute for Environmental Research at the University of Windsor was 

another important source of ecological information. 

Data on people and/or trade crossings was obtained from the Bureau of 

Transportation statistics, which has historical data on border crossings by 

people, cars, rail and trucks. The Canada Border Services Agency publishes 

data on border waiting times on both the Detroit Windsor Tunnel as wall as 

the Ambassador Bridge. 

Data obtained was visualized in the form of traced and/or projected archival 

maps to yield figure grounds and sectional drawings that could compare over 

time. 

Dredging data was visualized through graphs, as was  river flow velocity 

data. This was then visualized through a time-line; important events such 

as changes in landownership were added to the time-line. 

Birding and spawning data were visualized on maps t o spatialize them. Border 

crossing data were visualized through graphs while the border crossings 

themselves were visualized through photos and/or drawings. 

56

Ramya S |MoUD |LTU| 2016



The data collection then, yielded a series of maps, graphs and time-lines 

that had to be analyzed in the context of the theoretical framework i.e. as a 

network in order to attempt answering the question: is border infrastructure? 

The next chapter lays out the findings, analytical framework as well as 

their significance. 

57

Border as Infrastructure| Methodology



55

Findings + Analysis

Globalization, we have long been told, has made pol itical borders redundant. 

Often, it has been said that growing economic integration and interdependence 

will only lead to a retreat of the regulatory state, open more borders and 

create harmonious cross-border relations. However, that h as not been the case. 

Borders still continue to thwart movement across themselve s. Especially after 

9/11, borders have become hardened, even those that have been traditionally 

seen as friendly ones, such as the US – Canada border. Borders are landscapes 

of great movement — goods, people and non-humans move across and along borders 

all the time. However memories, especially human, of border s tend to be 

those of stasis — long wait times at the border check posts etc.  According 

to, Annemarie Strihan “ [B]orders as structures of interactions” (Strihan, 

2008, p. 103). Further, she says, that borders appear “through processes of 

differentiation” (Strihan, 2008, p. 103). According  to O’Connor and de Lint,

[T]he border is a site of the folding of liberal and illiberal government, 
the unfolding of frontier zones, and the enfolding of risk logics within 
the discourses of threat and (national) security. There are a number 
of instruments or methods that are deployed to effect the threshold 
function at such borderlands. They include the multiplication of forces, 

A line marking national sovereignty is already something of a myth: a 
story that initially must be politely accepted by both sides and then 
constantly reaffirmed through negotiation. When the disparity between 
what is on the two sides of the line becomes too great — economically, 
environmentally, politically — people attempt to relieve the disparity 
by crossing. And that’s when governments begin to erect physical walls, 
out of fear. But a border becomes difficult to sustain when it is tasked 
with being a barrier, which is a very different entity. When this 
happens, the borderlands become a human ecotone that falls prey to every 
kind of subterfuge as people seek to foil that barrier. — William L. 
Fox, The Grey Scale



Political borders then are spaces that are encoded with certain inherent 

risk logics; they represent simultaneous processes of folding, unfolding 

and enfolding. Louise Amoore argues that the ‘biometric border’ signals a 

dual-faced phenomenon in the contemporary war on terror first through the 

turn to scientific technologies and managerial expertise in the politics 

of border management; and second the exercise of bio power su ch that the 

bodies of migrants and travelers themselves become sites of multiple encoded 

boundaries (Amoore, 2006).  She further argues that the use o f risk profiling 

helps government mobility by segregating legitimate mobilities (as leisure 

and business) from illegitimate mobilities (such as terror ism and illegal 

immigration) (Amoore, 2006). The representation of biometrics and the body 

understands/assumes identity assumed to be anchored as a source of prediction 

and prevention. Finally, she argues, the techniques of auth orization that 

allow the surveillance of mobility to be practiced by privat e security firms 

and homeland security citizens alike (Amoore, 2006). The pr oliferation of 

border patrol agencies and agents for instance, is one such instrument of 

the reversal of accountabilities, and generally the monopolization 
of knowledge resources or politically actionable information. In the 
absence of counter-forces, such breaching gambits lead inexorably to the 
normalization of exception or the diffusion of border agency everywhere 
(O’Connor & de Lint, 2009).  
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effecting the threshold function of borderlands.  In other words, there is 

a privileging of a certain kind of movement across political borders. And 

it is this privileging that enables a recalibration of the role and nature 

of border crossings.  

In this chapter, I analyze the US Canada border along the Detroit River using 

three metrics: trade, ecology and demography. Through thes e metrics, I attempt 

to chronicle the making and maintenance of the border as well as its role as 

a habitat.  The US Canada border is a great border of movement (and stasis). 

According to estimates, every minute, over $1 million of goods cross this 

boundary, which total $500 billion in annual two-way trade (O’Connor & de 

Lint, 2009, p. 43).  Of this, 62% of Canada-US trad e, 80% of Canadian imports 

and $1.5 billion worth of goods is hauled by an average frequency of 16,149 

truck crossings per day (U.S. Department of Transportation, Research and 

Innovative Technology Administration, 2008). Of this share, the Windsor-Detroit 

international trade corridor is the busiest. In 2008, 9,651 ,136 vehicles, 

including 2,297,445 transport trucks (accounting for 39% of all truck trade 

between Canada and the US) and 7,306,627 passenger vehicles traveled between 

Canada and the US through the Windsor-Detroit corridor (U.S. Department of 

Transportation, Research and Innovative Technology Administration, 2008). 
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Contextualizing the metrics:

Economies: One of the chief metrics of the value of a border is the amount 

of trade/good that pass across it and/or along it. Along the Detroit River 

goods can pass over the border through four kinds of crossings: the Ambassador 

Bridge, the Detroit Windsor Tunnel – both of which are road crossings or; 

the Michigan Central Tunnel which is a rail crossings. The fourth kind of 

crossing is the Detroit Windsor Truck Ferry, incidentally, the only way 

hazardous goods can cross the Detroit River. As important po rts along the St. 

Lawrence Seaway, both the ports of Detroit and Windsor see a great movement 

of goods especially iron ore. 
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Territoriality: Borders, among other things, divide people. Borders are, 

essentially a human artifact. Hence, one of the metrics is human movement, 

along the border for leisure, for business. But hum an movement along the 

border is also thwarted/slowed by border infrastructure such as customs and 

immigration officials. Indeed, it is through such b order infrastructure 

that the border becomes a place of waiting and one of employment.  Human 

movement along and across the border is mediated by nation states. The two 

crossings open to the public are the bridge and the Detroit Windsor tunnel. 

The railway tunnel is only for the ferrying of goods. The truck ferry does 
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Base Map
Juxtaposing ecologies, economies and 
territoriality. 



not ferry any non-commercial traffic. Along the riv er, unless boats make 

landfall, movement is ostensibly free to either side of the border. 

Ecology:  The Detroit River, like most American riv ers is a deeply made 

river. When it was first identified as a prospective shipping channel in the 

19th century, for its conducive river bottom shape and width of channel, it 

was also decided that the river would be conducive to dredging.  One aspect 

of the ecology of the Detroit River is this made aspect — the movement of 

silt and dredged material along the river and deposited either to make new 

islands and/or deposited in Contained Disposal Facilities (CDFs) along the 

river. The other aspect of the ecology of the river  is the pre-human ecology 

i.e. its fish, fauna and flora. Before dredging com menced on the Detroit 

River, it was called the Lake Whitefish capital of the world. The river was 

a biodiversity hot-spot, housing many species. Inde ed it was the river’s 

biodiversity that was a magnet for indigenous peoples in the  area.  Thus 

measures of ecology are the removal of silt/dredge and its deposition as 

well as spawning/migration runs along the river. 
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 + Temporalizing

In measuring the specific metrics, I started at a macro level, analysis events 

in the context of the metric in question from 1701 t o present. Through such a 

macro time-line for all three metrics, I was able to trace and track events 

in the recent past in terms of their longer lineages. Pattern s over time 

emerged.  I then analyzed a small temporal moment of the long time-lines, 

the last 30-40 years. I then tried to spatialize th e elements in these time-

lines. Through this exercise I was able to re-formulate the p olitical border 

in specific ways.  The choice to start at 1701 was a deliberate one. It was 

with the founding of Detroit as a fur trading post that changed the operation 

of Detroit to a global scale. Indeed it has been argued that Detroit became 

a ‘frontier seaport’ (Cangany, 2014).  Indeed it was with the embedding of 

Detroit into global trade, that was a point of dist inction, that brought 

with it legal and regulatory borders, unlike the ones First N ations continue 

to honor and understand. 
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In all, these three time-lines, by mapping socio economic, trade and ecological 

events aim to show the making, maintain and performing of the  political 

border.  These time-lines reveal the discomfort that C anadians have long felt 

about America’s belief in ‘manifest destiny’ that Canada must be annexed to 

become a part of the US. 
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Economies: The economies/trade time-line chronicles  important trade and 

financial events starting with the establishment of fur trade. In doing so, 

the time-line outlines the various moments of protectionism that gripped both 

sides of the border; it presents that longer history of financial panics and 

crashes in the 19th century. It thus reveals the long-winded history of the 

inextricably linked economies that these two countries share, from the Auto 

Pact to the NAFTA, which have only further linked them.

It also reveals the pit falls of such integration, most recen tly with the auto 

collapse and the bailouts that followed. While Detr oit filed for Bankruptcy, 

Chevrolet closed all its operations in Windsor, leaving the city worse off.  

While trade tries to supersede the border through various treaties, history 

shows us that it is precisely on either side of the border that the crashes 

realize themselves and show the divisive power of borde rs, once these crashes 

do take place. 

Territoriality: The territoriality/socio-cultural time-line chronicl es events 

that bring the region together because after all it was the imposition of 

the border the divided the region in the first place. 

Border as Infrastructure| Findings
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It was only after the war of 1812 that Sandwich town was founded to house 

British loyalists and sympathizers. But before Sandwich and Windsor, there 

were only ribbon farms on both sides of the river. Before Windsor was 

christened so, Detroit was the only city and residents on both sides of the 

river understood themselves as Detroiters.  

It reveals the tensions that the Slave Trade imposed on the area and the 

importance of Detroit on the Underground Railroad. The narrowness of the 

river was an important factor in helping people cross the riv er into the 

safety of Canada. 

While both the US and Canada were new emerging entities, this history shows 

the outlining of citizenship as realized through birth, naturalization the 

growing fear of the outsider whether it was through capping the total number 

of immigrants or denying the entry of a certain kind of immigrant.  Lastly, 

this time-line chronicles the thinning and thickening of the border through

socio-cultural events, most recently through the coming of  new regulatory 

restrictions for passage across the border.
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Ecologies: The last time-line chronicles ecological flows along and across 

the river.  It chronicles the coming of dredging to the Detroit River in the 

late 19th century and mobilization of the river as a measure of cutting and 

filling in an effort to ensure navigability of the shipping channel. 

It juxtaposes ecological events to these measures of cuttin g and filling, in 

an effort to reveal causes and effects. It does not lose sight of the fact 

that the islands along the Detroit River were bought and sold (and continue 

to be) as commodities between private parties.  These transactions reveal 

the plans that some of the owners had and even managed to realize. 
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As some of the fuchsia text reveals, pollution was a major rallying factor 

for both sides of the border. Trans-boundary legisl ation helped create 

environmental quality standards; the Detroit River is the only river that 

has been recognized as a heritage river.  The Detroit Interna tional Wildlife 

Refuge has inherited and/or bought islands on both sides of the river in an 

effort to revive the ailing ecology of the river. 
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In third and final snapshot time-line, river flows are juxtaposed with the 

dredging along the river. The attempt is at understanding the cut and fill 

nature of making and maintaining the shipping channel. I also outline two 

specific instances of completely artificial islands made along the Detroit 

River. 

 + Reflecting on truncated temporality 

The three snapshot time-lines restrict themselves to the last 30-40 years.  

The first snapshot time-line chronicles the movemen t of trucks and cargo along 

the and across the border, through the border crossings. It also chronicles 

the impact of the NAFTA on US – Canada border trade. 

The second snapshot time-line chronicles the movement of cars along the 

border as well as the stasis this movement produces by visualizing waiting 

times on both the Ambassador Bridge and the Detroit Wi ndsor Tunnel throughout 

the year. Further through sketches of the border cr ossings themselves, I 

spatialize the waiting/moving experience. 
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“ in  time the border itself can become a 
formless dynamic and complex condition. 
The indeterminately changing-in-time 
landscape becomes a useful conceptual 
tool to think about borders instead of the 
conventional model of order”(Monacella 
& Ware, 2007, p. 21).

Trade flows along and across the political 
border show divergent trajectories i.e. 
cross border flows are greater in volume 
and value than flows along the border 
i.e. trade flows along the border are 
increasingly lower than trade flows 
across the border.

SPATIALIZING ECONOMIES

The Ambassador Bridge The Detroit Windsor Tunnel

The Detroit Windsor Truck Ferry The Michigan Central Rail Tunnel



The Detroit Metro Airport (DTW) ranks as the 12th busiest airport in North America 
and 17th in the world for airport operations. 

$340 million in trade crosses Detroit border each day

In 2012, the Gateway handled $91.6 billion (or 28.2%) of road trade between 
Canada and the U.S. with more than $250 million  in commodities traveling through 
the Windsor-Detroit Gateway each day.

More than 70% of the freight traffic in the region is handled by the trucking 
industry.

The Port of Detroit  is the second largest customs port of entry in the United 
States by value of goods

In 2011, the Port of Detroit was frequented by 66 vessels

The Port of Detroit is responsible for importing more than 750 million tons of 
steel annually .

The Port of Windsor  is made of more than 13 miles of shoreline and is the t hird 
largest Canadian Great Lakes port.

As an Freight Gateway , in 2012, Detroit was ranked 7th  in the US, handled trade 
worth US$ 131 billion  of which exports accounted for US$ 70 billion and imports 
accounted for US$ 61 billion

Sector Value (in billions) Market Share (%)

Transportation Equipment $34.00 63.1

Machinery, Except Electrical $4.00 7.5

Computer and Electronic Products $3.50 6.5

Electrical Equipment, Appliances $2.90 5.3

Fabricated Metal Products $2.00 3.8

Total $46.40

Top 5 Export Sectors in the Detroit Region, 2013

Vehicle parts  produced in Detroit-Windsor region cross the border 6-7 times 
prior to vehicle completion

Each hour lost due to waiting for parts  is equivalent to more than $75,000  
in lost earnings

In 2014, the Detroit Windsor Truck Ferry  transported 97,513 tonnes across the 
border, through 1288  trips.  
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Analyzing Waiting Times at the border >
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SNAPSHOT: TERRITORIALITY



For humans, the border is becoming a 
place of stasis rather than cross border 
movement. In a sense, the border is 
becoming a choke-point thwarting human 
movement across it.

A border is more than symbolism, 
performativity and meaning; it is the 
space ‘of and among the world 
of things’(Allen 1999, 52).

Spatializing the waiting at the border >

Entrance to the 
Windsor Tunnel from 
Detroit

Entrance to the 
Windsor Tunnel from 
Windsor

Entrance to the Ambassador Bridge from Detroit Entrance to the Ambassador Bridge from Windsor
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In 2008,  Canadians and Michigan residents crossed the border almost 2.8 million 
times.

In 2013, the Detroit Windsor tunnel   processed approximately 2.1 million vehicles 
and approximately 3.6 million travelers. 

In 2013, over 5.6 million travelers and 3.6 million vehicles crossed the 
Ambassador Bridge . 

In 2004, it was estimated that 150,000 jobs  in the region rely on the Ambassador 
Bridge alone

In 2008, it was estimated that 5000  cross border workers commuted daily from 
Windsor- Detroit. 

In 2008, an estimate 40% of all nurses  in Detroit came from across the border. 

Over 259,000 jobs in Michigan depend on trade with Canada. 

In 2010, an estimated 53% of the crossings over the Ambassador bridge were 
related to work/business; 17% for social/recreational; 17% for other; 7% for 
shopping; 4% to a Casino and 2% for an vacation/overnight trip.

Overall, the Detroit Windsor border supports an estimated 7.9 million jobs  across 
the US and over 220,000 jobs in Michigan 

About  12% of travel across the Ambassador Bridge is directly between the cities 
of Detroit and Windsor; while 30% of the traffic  along the Detroit Windsor 
Tunnel plies directly between Detroit and Windsor. 

An estimated 5% of employed workers in Windsor work outside of Canada; over a 90 
businesses in the Detroit area are owned by Canadian owners. 

In 2010, an estimated 59% of the crossings over the Detroit Windsor tunnel were 
related to work/business; 13% for social/recreational; 12% for other; 9% to a 
casino; 6% to shop and 1% for an vacation/overnight trip.

In 2010, over 43% of trips  over the Ambassador Bridge and 50% of trips  through 
the Detroit Windsor tunnel were daily trips ; weekly trips  contributed 17% and 23% 
of all trips respectively; while monthly trips  contributed 10% and 14% of all 
trips respectively. 

In 1906 , about 7,500,000 passengers  traveled the Detroit River (1,500,000 more than 

all the other districts along the Great Lakes combined)
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SNAPSHOT ECOLOGIES



As dredging (both volumes and frequency) 
reduced and/or stabilized, ecologically, 
the river bounced back and became, 
once again, a place of movement for 
non-humans. 

The theorist who attempts to define what 
a border is in danger of going round in 
circles, as the very representation  of 
the border is the precondition  for any 
definition. (Balibar, 2002, p. 76) 

Excavation of the 13 mile long 
Livingstone Channel from 1907-
1912 was a major technological 
achievement. During construction, 
the Army Corps became aware of 
a cross-current dangerous to 
shipping at Limekiln crossing and 
requested permission to extend 
the eastern dike across the 
international boundary. 

Between 1932-1936, Livingstone 
Channel depth was increased to 27.7 
ft and excavated rock was added to 
the 1909-12 material to form an 
inverted V-shaped island designed 
to deflect the dangerous current 
along the Canadian shore. Crystal 
Island was further augmented in 
size between 1952 and 1962 when 
the Ballards Reef and Limekiln 
stretches of the Amherstburg 
Channel were excavated to a depth 
of 27.3 ft. Hidden Lake was formed 
at this time when new material was 
deposited 30 feet from material 
deposited in the 1930s.Little 
Horseshoe Bay to the south was 
created for the same reasons and 
using the same material in 1936.

Creating International Islands: Crystal Island

Making New Islands: Zug

Zug Island and its 
adjacencies in 1876

Located at the confluence of the 
Detroit and Rouge rivers,  the 
peninsula that became Zug Island 
was first purchased by Samuel 
Zug as a potential investment 
from Lewis Cass in 1859. However, 
the marshy land made the land 
uninhabitable, and Zug allowed the 
River Rouge Improvement Company to 
turn the peninsula into an island 
in 1888 as a way to better connect 
River Rouge to the Detroit River. 
The island was originally part 
of the city of Delray, but was 
annexed by Detroit in 1901.

In its survey of the Rouge in 1886, 
the US Army Corps of engineers 
noted that “in its natural state it 
was somewhat remarkable in depth 
of water in its lower reaches, 
having a channel of 11 feet at its 
mouth, and from 13 to 18 feet for a 
distance of 1½ miles. In the early 
days, light draft vessels ascended 
the river to the city of Dearborn, 
a distance of 15 miles.” The main 
branch of the Rouge was first 
dredged for navigation in 1888 
and 1889, and the Detroit Iron and 
Steel mill was built in 1903. 

Zug Island and its 
adjacencies in 1900

In 1891, George Brady and Charles 
Noble purchased the land from 
Samuel Zug for $300,000 with plans 
of turning it into an isolated 
industrial dumping ground for the 
booming manufacturing companies 
in nearby Delray. While searching 
for gas in the marshy grounds, 
they struck salt beneath their 
new property. Through a well 
1,620 feet deep salt and limestone 
were extracted to create soda 
ash, used in manufacturing of 
glass, and other by-products used 
in manufacturing. The island’s 
location, along with the rail 
lines and docks that had been 
constructed nearby during a the 
International Fair, allowed ease 
of transportation and made it a 
desirable location for industries.

However, without the use of the 
cutoff canal, ships over 400 feet 
in length could not navigate the 
S-turn in the river. The cutoff 
canal was acquired and used to for 
a new shipping channel, and the 
river was improved for a length 
of 1½ miles above its mouth, 
including a turning basin, with 
the work being completed in 1923.

Zug Island and its 
adjacencies in 1911

The Detroit Iron Works brought 
iron-making to Zug Island in 1901 
with the commissioning of a blast 
furnace built in 1902. 

In 1904 the works was purchased 
by the M.A. Hanna Company of 
Cleveland, Ohio which built a 
second blast furnace in 1909. 

At this time the island’s two 
furnaces were reportedly the 
largest of their kind in the 
world, producing pig iron for 
foundry companies. 

The plant expanded and became 
part of the Great Lakes Steel 
Corporation in late 1931, 
becoming a key component of a 
fully integrated steel mill and 
a division of the larger National 
Steel Corporation. 

A third blast furnace was added 
in early 1938 while the existing 
furnaces were rebuilt and enlarged.

Zug Island and its 
adjacencies in 1949

Zug Island continued to be a 
industrial workhorse, housing many 
steel plants. In the 1969,shortly 
after the notorious Cuyahoga River 
fire, the oil-matted Rouge River 
in Detroit caught fire, shooting 
flames 50 feet in the air and 
sending smoke billowing near the 
I-75 highway bridge. 

But Zug’s pollution was not just a 
20th century phenomenon. In 1897, 
Zug Island was already beginning to 
cause trouble for the surrounding 
residents, and an article in the 
Detroit Free Press raised the first 
of many environmental concerns 
about the activities there. The 
reporter describes a large fire on 
Zug Island with ash debris that 
was carried throughout the city. 
Down the River Rouge, the “air was 
full of dust”.
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In the last 30 years, with its 
industrial uses diminishing, 
there has been a rebounding of 
animals and flora on the island 
and its surrounding areas. 

SPATIALIZING ECOLOGIES



Between 1946-8, 16,240 gallons of oil  were discharged in the Detroit River; 
over 11,000 ducks died  due to oil pollution in the Detroit River

In 1952, Lake Whitefish,pickerel and sturgeon disappeared from the Detroit 
River.

In 1968, Mayflies were  absent  from the U.S. shoreline of the Detroit River,  
except upstream of Belle Isle

1985, the Detroit River was declared an ‘Area of  Concern’. In 1986, Great Lakes 
Water Quality Agreement amended to define ecosystem integrity in terms of water 
use to define impairments

In 2006, Lake Sturgeon spawned in the Detroit River, for the first time in 90 
years.

Through the 19th and 20th century, over  96% of the wetlands on both banks  of 
the Detroit river were lost.  

In 1991, the Detroit River Action Plan (RAP) found that remaining fish and 
wildlife habitat did not meet fish and wildlife  management goals.

In 2001, the Detroit International Wildlife Refuge (DIWR)  was formed. With refuge 
areas on both sides of the border, the DIWR sought to increase wetlands and 
habitat areas for wildlife and aqua-life. 

In 2009 ,  pair of osprey built a nest in a cell phone tower along the lower  
Detroit River, for the first time that osprey successfully nested in  Wayne 
County since the 1890s

Between 1874 and 1968, major construction projects created 60 miles (96.5 kilometers)  

of shipping channels, removed over 46,200,000 m 3 of material, covered 4,050 

hectares  (40.5 square kilometers) of river bottom with dredge spoils, and built 85 

hectares of above-waterline compensating works at a total cost of US$283 million . 

In 1899, the River and Harbor Act, authorized the US Army Corps to “secure a safe 

and convenient channel 21 ft deep” from Detroit to Lake Erie.

Modification of the Detroit River channel, combined with the work along the St. 

Clair River, was reportedly responsible for a permanent 20- to 25-cm drop in the 

water levels of Lakes Michigan and Huron.

Historically, the Detroit River supported the largest lake whitefish and cisco 

fishery in the world, which operated from 1830 to 1920.

Overfishing led to the collapse of the lake whitefish and cisco fishery in 1920

Between 1907- 1912, the 12 mile long Livingstone Channel  was completed. Workers  
removed 9.5 million  cubic yards of material, including 2.1 million  tons of hard 
rock
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One, Crystal Island that is an international island in that the political 

border runs through it. Crystal Island was created in three phases through 

the 20th century to stabilize erosion near Bois Blanc Island . The second, Zug 

Island, was never an island but started out as a marsh. Like most islands 

along the Detroit River, the island changed hands many time and with each 

change of hands, its shape changed till it was carved out as an island.

The three snapshot time-lines restrict themselves to the last 30-40 years 

and make three principle arguments: 

1. That the border is a register of flows, both along and acro ss as well  

 as human and non human.

2. The political border is a place of movement, of goods, humans, non-  

     humans, silt and through policies, territoriality itself. 

3. Despite this movement and flows, the border has become a place 

 of stasis. While policies such as NAFTA aim to supersede the border,   

 others aim to re-emphasize it. 

The tension between infrastructure of movement and that of security reveals 

the border as a place of being in and of itself. Th e various graphs chronicle 

movement of humans, cars and cargo along and across the years, through the 
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border crossings.  These time-lines also chronicle the border as a place of 

employment for border patrol agents, especially in light of events such as 

9/11. 
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In Conclusion: Border as  Infrastructure?

A territory as Gilles and Deleuze suggest, can only  be considered to be open 

to its own deterritorialization. Sue Anne Ware and Rosalea Monacella suggest, 

“that in time the border itself can become a formless dynamic and complex 

condition. The indeterminately changing- in- time landsca pe becomes a useful 

conceptual tool to think about borders instead of the conventional model of 

order” (Monacella & Ware, 2007, p. 21). The question then is, is a border 

infrastructure? If so, how? As a material form, the political border has 

often been understood has a system of flows; a barrier; a spatial container 

of territoriality.  A border is more than symbolism , performativity and 

meaning; it is the space ‘of and among the world of things’ (Allen, 1999, p. 

52).  However, I contend that a political border is, in fact, infrastructure.  

As the operative ground of territoriality, cross border flows, repository 

of culture and spatial container of a state’s sover eignty, a border is 

infrastructure.

The border is a divided fiction that, dependent on the desired type 
of spatial and social organization, gives rise to a material form. 
Mörtenböck & Mooshammer,  MONU: Border Urbanism,  2008



 + Border as operative ground

On a map, borders appear as static lines that mark the territorial extent 

of a state, socio-spatial markers of difference. Indeed, boundaries have 

long been seen to inscribe a static state-centered order — both materially 

and discursively — in space (Novak, 2011, p. 743). As Novak argues, it is 

through the “inscription of state-centered discourses and practices, along 

both horizontal and vertical lines, boundaries actively or der space” (Novak, 

2011, p. 743). However, borders are seldom static. Indeed, the territories 

bounded by borders are not homogeneous empty containers but situated and 

gendered. Indeed as Novak shows, the nested hierarc hy of boundaries “is both 

resisted at different points of the scale and const antly challenged by forms 

of social action unfolding across non-state centered scales cutting across 

them; their territoriality must be constantly re-produced” (Novak, 2011, p. 

743). According to Novak, such a conception: 
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Differently put,] it expands the analysis to the actual contact between 
territoriality as a strategy operating in a “socially empty space” and 
the “qualities” of the territory and populations it attempts to mould 
and contain; i.e., to territoriality’s manifestations (Novak, 2011, p. 
744)
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This tension between bounding as a strategy and bounding in its actuality 

makes a border a register of flows. As a register of flows  — human and non-

human  — both along and across, borders order spaces, attempting to mould 

and contain life along those lines whilst being contested and challenged by 

a multiplicity of forces that possesses their own strategies of bounding 

(e.g. NAFTA) that re-produce them (Novak, 2011, p. 747): 

Borders do mould state- centred scales of discourse and action, at least 
to a certain extent. In their function as “antiroutes”, borders express 
strategies that attempt to “bound” trade and more in general movement 
across them, by de-limiting separate fiscal, administrative and other 
regulatory regimes premised on such inscription; while as points of 
contact between territorial jurisdictions with heterogeneous regulatory 
policies, these strategies seem to simultaneously create incentives for 
integration (Novak, 2011, p. 753. Emphasis mine)

Seen in this light, borders do more than just propagate a certain state-

centered notion. Such a conception offers many distinct lines of inquiry 

about the distribution of power. Indeed tracking the tension between bounding 

as a strategy and bounding in its actuality reveals the different scales at 

which power operates, and the unequal distribution of power.  Instead of a 

top-down notion of power, this imbrication posits a governmental notion of 

power i.e. one that is not necessarily possessed but one that is constantly 

produced from one point to another.  Power then is perhaps “precisely the 

capacity to actually define and/or transgress scales” (Novak, 2011, p. 761). 
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Indeed: 

Assessing the differential mobility across scales of particular 
individuals, organizations and social groups may, again, offer other 
important insights in respect to unequal distributions of power, in a 
worldly context (Novak, 2011, p. 761)

As operative ground then, borders reveal power in all its inequalities and 

at various scales. Borders then are a crucible for state power as much as 

they are a register to understand attempted transgressions. This revelation 

further opens out possibilities to understand and track the ways in which 

power works. 

 + Borders as landscape and landscape as infrastructure

Borders are made; they are realized though border markers/ fences/ barriers 

or in the case of certain unmanned borders, they ar e actualized through 

maintenance of landscape and border markers. Borders are enmeshed in landscape; 

indeed depending on the kind of border, a border is physical manifestation. 

In a sense, borders are landscape:

Landscape could be seen as the first cognitive encounter with a place, 
and an apprehension of its spatial vectors (thus an appreciation of 
landscape may well include a reading — or an inability to read— its 
narrative tracks or symbolic features. (Mitchell, 2002, p. X)

In their physicality, landscapes reveal certain aspects whilst un-revealing 

or obfuscating others. WJT Mitchell posits landscap e as having a double role: 



one of naturalizing a certain cultural and social c onstruction, “representing 

an artificial world as if it were simply given and inevitable” whilst making 

that representation “operational by interpellating its be holder in some more 

or less determinate relation to its givenness as sight and site” (Mitchell, 

2002, pp. 1-2).  Much like borders, landscapes reveal the tension between 

strategy and actuality. Like borders, landscapes are operative ground and 

thereby infrastructure: 
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Landscape is inherently infrastructural: it mediates, produces, 
facilitates, and transports. Landscape is the operative platform of human 
existence; ‘where landscape exists, so does infrastructure. Landscape is 
the medium through which culture, society, and the individual interact 
with biophysical, meteorological, and geological fluctuation or stasis. 
Landscape is a conduit, an exaggerator, a proliferator, an inhibitor, an 
enabler; herein lies its timeless operative capacity. (Carlson, 2013)

In “Redefining Infrastructure,” Pierre Bélanger proposes a state of 

infrastructure better aligned ecology and other biophysical systems, “the 

economy is now inseparable from the environment” (Bélanger, 2010, p. 345). 

Bélanger proposes a definition of infrastructure limiting it “the set of 

systems, works, and networks upon which an industrial economy is reliant—in 

other words, the underpinnings of modern societies and economies,” and as “the 

basic system of essential services that support a city, region, or nation” 

(Bélanger, 2010, p. 333). In proposing an integration of economy, ecology, 

in addition to the creation of synergistic design, Bélanger understands 
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landscape (and the processes and systems that inhabit it) as an operative 

infrastructural ground (Bélanger, 2010, p. 345).  As operativ e ground, 

landscape becomes infrastructure. 

This movement then, in my reading, tracks a changin g meaning and mobilization 

of the word infrastructure: from noun to verb. This  shift has important 

semantic, spatial (and material) consequences. This movement is important: 

as operative ground, infrastructure can be a useful means to understand the 

predicate, in this case, the political border. 

In this thesis then, infrastructure is understood as a verb; as an operative 

ground. Instead being construed as the unformed, hi dden stuff, infrastructure 

is understood as a dynamic process that enables various processes and 

actants. This is an active process, partly mediated by humans but instead of 

anthropomorphic understanding of technology and infrastructure, this thesis 

will understand infrastructure as being able to generate its own logics and 

vocabularies, in the local and the general.  Infrastructure as a verb then 

becomes a means to describe the phenomenon and consequences of a political 

border.  In doing so, it transforms the use of term border itself.  
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 + Border ~ Landscape ~ Infrastructure?

Infrastructure, like a border, is operative ground.  It sets things in motion, 

whilst constantly being in motion itself. However, infrastructure has, 

recently been theorized as a useful conceptual tool between the macro-scale 

studies and actor network theory approaches in STS. Infrastructural studies 

conceptualize infrastructures as sites of revealing; infrastructures are no 

longer inert. Infrastructure then is a useful conceptual bridge between the 

macro studies and actor based approaches. 

Infrastructures are mobilized, made, and maintained  through a complex 

combination of human and non-human forces that work; political and economic 

machinations that make such work possible and value s that in turn fuel 

such machinations. The very act of bordering, or bo unding is an act of 

circumscribing i.e. marking an in and an out. In doing so, it necessarily 

must be an artifact that is built, invested in, managed, performed. Borders 

become infrastructure though “politics, economics, work and the values 

that are inscribed onto the landscape as much as they are embodied in the 

physical, material innards of the infrastructural object” (Carse, 2012, p. 

540) (Winner, 1980).  
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SPECULATING BORDER AS INFRASTRUCTURE*

* This diagram is based on a diagram proposed by Mason White/ Lateral Office in 2012 published 
in the piece Disciplinary Thievery in Oz Journal: Infrastructure (Vol. 34). The original 
diagram places infrastructure in a larger context/field, revealing “a more situated and 
disciplined status for the previously problematic term infrastructure” (White, 2012, p.4). 
Through this diagram, I propose a similar status for political border as infrastructure by 
situating in a larger theoretical discourse. 



So, what does it mean?

As operative ground, border as infrastructure is rooted in materiality and 

historicity; most importantly as infrastructure, bo rders are malleable, 

historical and cognizant to longer historical and physical changes due to 

human and non-human process i.e. resilient.  

As infrastructure, a political border does more than merely forming a ‘line 

along or around the edge of something’, it is more than a spatial container. 

As infrastructure a political border governs specific spatial and material 

forms in and through itself. As operative ground in stead of a testament to a 

state’s sovereignty, a political border can (and does) lead to offer unique 

spatial and material opportunities. 

As infrastructure, borders add an ecological grounding to the ‘flexibility 

territoriality’ of borders. In doing so, it reveals the material ways in 

which borders are flexed and relaxed. The border becomes a place of being, 

and of itself, moving beyond its symbolism and terr itoriality.  Border 

crossings then become an important place to understand this place of being 

and becoming. Crossings are no longer about efficient movement as much as 

they are about inefficiencies that lead to greater legibility in terms of 

what crosses the border, how and when. 
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As infrastructure, a border is not a “specific class of artifact, but a 

process of relationship building” (Carse, 2012). In positing a political 

border as infrastructure, I have attempted to uncover the unique spatiality 

of borders and through that the unique material and discursive opportunities 

offered.  Urban agglomerations around or proximate to borders for instance 

could be re-conceptualised as a result of the impos ition of border. As 

infrastructure, borders could be seen as the operat ive ground for urban 

agglomerations.  For instance, the history of Detro it and Windsor is a 

history of border making — Detroit was an important  frontier during the 

war of 1812, which brought the political border into focus; after the war, 

Windsor was established to house British sympathizers. 

As infrastructure, a border reorients the gaze unto itself as the core of 

a state instead of merely a bounding mechanism. This gaze further reveals 

the unequal distribution of power, as well as the power wielded by various 

state and non-state actors.

This reformulation of the border  makes us reconsider what we have hitherto 

thought of about the relationships between borders and urbanization. 
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It pushes to reconsider the idea of the trans front ier metropolis by 

imbricating the political border as the spine of su ch a trans frontier 

metropolis (Herzog, 1997) instead of being a result of nation states.

For designers, it means a reconsideration of the political border from form 

receiver to form maker.  It means that we design fo r stasis instead of 

moving to take in the border for in and of itself instead of necessarily 

facilitating movement across or along. 
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