
SMOOTHING THE ALASKA-

YUKON BORDER 

How Metaphors and Popular Geopolitics Made the Alaska-

Yukon Border 



WHAT DOES IMMIGRATION HAVE TO DO 

WITH IT? 

• Canada and the US had similar  

 approaches tor ace and immigration 

In the late 19th century. While whites 

were welcome, those of ‘colour’ were  

 not. 

• Led to “orientalism” but also multi- 

 culturalism and Anglo-Saxonism 











ANGLO-SAXONISM 

• Anglo-Saxonism encouraged intermarriage—or, rather, strategic British–American 

marriages. “Through the unions and their offspring, a language of Anglo-Saxon blood 

and cultural ‘kinship’ crystallized around actual genealogy … as natural as marriage 

between man and woman [because it] consummates 

• the purposes of the creation of the race” (Kramer, 2002: 1327). In the world of imagery, 

the same rules applied. The marriage metaphor that was commonly utilized to describe 

Canada–US relations and the borderline itself was used to help construct the trope of 

Canada as female, child, or young woman, or as joint British–American offspring. 

• This period saw a ‘civilizational geopolitics’ giving way to a naturalized imagery and 
rationality  



• In reality the bond was not as strong as 

the American public believed-this late 

nineteenth century magazine cover 

from Puck expresses it well  

• Another metaphor—Canada as the child 

and “junior” American-British 

   partner 

A particularly useful metaphor when 

talking about the Alaska-Yukon border 

 



A crying baby, “Canada,” protests as 
Britain (John Bull) gives in to Uncle 

Sam’s Alaska Boundary demands. 

John Bull tells Sam, “Yes, ’e’s 
makin’ a lot of noise, Sam, but ’e’ll 
get over it.” Dates from 1903. 
Printed in the North American 

(Philadelphia); reproduced in the 

American Monthly Review of 

Reviews, October 1903.  



WHAT DID THE ALASKAN-YUKON BORDER 

MEAN FOR CANADA?  

The “patriarchy” established by gendered metaphors also contributed 

to the understanding—among American and Canadian media, for 

example—that North American relations represented in effect a 

ménage à trois, that the United States and Britain were both keenly 

invested in borders and relations, and that Canada should position 

itself between. The result, for Canadians, was delegation to the status 

of junior partner. The  a Canadian cartoon protesting British support 

for the American position during the Alaska Panhandle dispute, 

reflects this understanding. In 1903, the United States and Britain 

established a commission to determine the border there, and in 1906 a 

survey was undertaken demarcating the 141st Meridian as the Yukon–
Alaska boundary. An Alaskan Boundary Commission was founded 

under the terms of the 1903 treaty with Britain. Canadians believed 

that the boundary decision was not consistent with earlier treaties 

between Britain and Russia, and there was a sense that Britain had 

betrayed Canada in order to maintain friendly relations with the 

United States. The Boundary Convention, of course, was not signed by 

Canada, but by Britain and the United States. 



MORE THAN JUST A MOMENT IN TIME 

• Marks the beginning of a new ‘naturalized 
geopolitics’ bordering strategy 

• Despite this cartoon hegemony and 

manifest destiny with its racialized 

immigration strategies and foreign policy 

discourses begame more muted  

• focus on naturalizing and inscribing 

borders in “scientific ways” 

• Contributed to “smooth border” paradigm 

 



SMOOTHING THE ALASKAN DISPUTE:  IBC 

AND JBC 

• The creation of joint boundary commissions on land and sea was the opening rather than the 

closing act of a twentieth-century boundary discourse. They facilitated US hegemony and 

began to build a new type of geopolitical space. After the Alaska Boundary Dispute was 

resolved in the Americans’ favour, the United States, Canada, and Britain negotiated a series 

of treaties to establish common border-management institutions. These included the 

International Boundary Commission (IBC) and the International Joint Commission (IJC). 

These bodies were to “co-manage” the Canada–US boundary on both land and water. In the 

early twentieth century, then, instead of a “shared” or “smart” border, the metaphor in play 

was “smooth.” This metaphor at least partly recognized the co-managed border established 

by the IBC and IJC. It was this that Bowman (1928) was referring to when he wrote that 

Canada and the United States had developed a new border arrangement, “with smooth-

working agreements, as is the equitable use of common resources upon it” 



SMOOTH BORDER METAPHOR HAS REAL 

TRACTION IN NORTH 



PARTNERSHIP AND COMMON CAUSE 

• The legacy of the DEW Line also speaks to how frontiers of 

common interest were established through artful 

descriptions evoking powerful ideologies (Free World 

versus Communist threat), strategies (containment, radar, 

detection, surveillance) and assessments of nature (frozen 

wastelands, borderless and uninhabited). In the context of 

these existential threats, any questioning of the North’s 
position as “frontier” was unimaginable. Farish (2010) 

argues that concepts of the natural world, and the 

relationship between the Arctic, strategy, and science, 

made the metaphor all the more powerful. 

• Beginnings of an ideological geopolitics which carries us to 

the late 20th century 


