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Prairie Borders: History, Culture, 
and Space



In some of the more policy-focused work on borders, 
there is sometimes a tendency to discuss borders as 
static or even ahistorical. Policy makers and research-
ers sometimes speak of “points of entry” and “border-
lines” as though they were fixed (or at least, extremely 
resistant to change). This makes a great deal of prac-
tical sense in contemporary research and policy, as 
North American borders are at present more or less 
fixed. Yet, this fixity is an illusion, as a re-engagement 
with history clearly shows.

THE RESEARCH

Borders are historical artifacts, as much as they are 
contemporary boundaries to the state, and nowhere 
is this more evident than in regions of North America 
where the present-day border cuts through what his-
torically was a vibrant frontier filled with long-standing 
patterns of both East-West and North-South exchange. 
For millennia, the Prairies and the American Great 
Plains were spaces of ever-changing boundaries, as 
Indigenous Peoples established and maintained intri-
cate networks of exchange. After Contact, successive 
colonial administrations attempted to erase these an-
cient patterns and assert that the spaces were tabula 
rasa  and therefore ripe for “development”. 

As research from the Borders in Globalization pro-
gram (BIG) has shown, part of the process of building 
the contemporary border between the United States 
and Canada in the Prairies involved delegitimizing In-
digenous claims to the space and erasing tradition-
al patterns of travel and trade. Rather than a frontier 
space, the newly established borderline on the 49th 
parallel created a “space of dispossession”, where In-
digenous Peoples were forced from their homes and 
on to isolated reservations.  

With attempts at erasure underway, the settler-colo-
nial governments of Canada and the United States 
could embark on their own nation-building projects, 

designed to reshape the borderlands between them, 
and as national railway projects on both sides of the 
border pushed ever westward, the Prairies and Great 
Plains region entered a new historical space. Yet even 
then the power of history would not be denied; pat-
terns of Indigenous exchange – both between the 
various extant nations and between Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous communities – continued to exist. 
While Canadian and American nation-building proj-
ects asserted the existence of a new reality in the 
newly established borderland, the systems of cultur-
al, material, and linguistic exchange in these regions 
showed that the old systems had not gone anywhere, 
though they were radically diminished.
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With the expansion of the national railway systems, 
new dimensions of exchange and travel were intro-
duced to the region, and the shape of the borderlands 
changed once again. In Canada, places like Winnipeg 
became regional metropoles and gateways into the 
Prairies from the east. In the United States however, 
similar Great Plains metropoles didn’t emerge. Instead, 
larger cities like St. Louis and Denver, built on the out-
er edges of the region served the same purpose. This 
meant that in-region cities like Fargo, Grand-Forks or 
Billings became little more than outposts in the Great 
Plains hinterland, leaving the Great Plains to remain a 
hinterland, as northern Prairies developed. 

These developments were not merely economic 
and nor were their impacts. Because the Prairies and 
Great Plains regions remained geographically distant 
and sparsely populated, the development of in-region 
culture and history remained somewhat isolated from 
the larger nation-building projects occurring on the 
eastern half of the continent. In practice, this meant 
that as national cultural identities were emerging in 
Ontario, Quebec, the New England States and other 
eastern regions, the Great Plains and Prairies were 
developing region-specific cultural and linguistic tradi-
tions. In recent decades, Canadian art, literature, and 
music drawing on Prairie themes, culture and imagery 
have emerged that reflect the unique cultural makeup 
of the space. Where historically the region was filled 
with north-south linkages, this new pattern of cultural 
development reflects the new(er) perception of the 
border at the 49th parallel: Canadian and American 
identities – even in the border regions – are different, 
and Canadian culture emerges in the shadow of its 
southern neighbour. Like the regional tapestry of the 
pre-Contact Prairies and Great Plains, these new cul-
tural spaces reflect a region that is much more than 
the hinterland it is sometimes made out to be.

THE POLICY

This research is less about constructing specific policy 
goals than it is about reminding policy  makers – and 
researchers – that the past is not something that sits 
idly on a shelf until it is taken down and delivered to 
undergraduates and history enthusiasts; the past is 
inextricably bound to the present and continues to 
shape it. In places like the Prairies and the Great Plains, 
long historical trends of social, cultural and linguistic 
exchange between Indigenous Peoples, settler-colo-
nizers and subsequent immigrant arrivals shape the 
region and its needs. The contemporary border is but 
one of a long string of boundary lines in the region, 
and while it currently holds a central position in the de-
lineation of nations, provinces and states, other, earli-
er bordering processes continue to have influence. In 
border research as in most other fields of inquiry, an 
eye towards history remains vitally important.

More information and research can be found by visit-
ing the Borders in Globalization website.
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