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Abstract
Since the early 1900s, Mexico’s northern border towns became important tourism destinations, receiving 
more foreign tourists than any other areas of Mexico. Historically, postcards followed the development of tour-
ism in the borderlands, depicting unique border-oriented tourismscapes and life in general, and establishing 
an iconic image of the border as a rowdy, promiscuous and decadent location where Americans could spend 
their holidays abroad and participate in tourisms of vice. Until the 2000s, tourism in the US-Mexico border 
zone was overwhelmingly leisure oriented, and the proliferation of postcards illustrated that fact. Today, there 
are few postcards left and the ones that do remain are less focused on the border itself, as they once were; 
instead, they focus on the broader community with less emphasis on the borderline. Changes in border tour-
ism from leisure pursuits to medical tourism and alcohol consumption, growing security concerns, and the 
proliferation of mobile phones and social media have almost entirely eliminated postcard use as a souvenir 
and marker of regional tourism identity in the US-Mexico borderlands.
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Introduction

Although international boundaries have long 
been barriers to  trade and flows of  people 
and products, they have also been intriguing 

in one form or another for curiosity-seekers. 
Even highly fortified borders (e.g. North-South 
Korea, Lebanon-Israel, and the former East-
West Germany) function as significant tourist 
attractions and are major elements of  tours 
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in their regions. In this sense, the borderline 
is  the attraction because of  the iconic scars 
it  creates on  the landscape and because 
it  marks significant differences in  politi-
cal, socio-cultural, and economic systems. 
To  see and feel these differences appeals 
to  human inquisitiveness (Timothy, 1995; 
Timothy & Canally, 2008; Gelbman & Timo-
thy, 2010; Cuevas, Blasco, & Timothy, 2016; 
Więckowski, 2018).

Additionally, owing to  the unique socio-
economic and political conditions created 
by  borders, the regions and communities 
adjacent to  them (borderlands) have also 
long held a tourist appeal in most parts of the 
world. This is especially so when the political 
divide separates rules of  law and economic 
practices on opposite sides regarding activi-
ties that might appeal to leisure visitors, such 
as  drinking, drugs, prostitution, gambling, 
and shopping. The country with more liberal 
drinking, prostitution and gaming laws draws 
visitors, even if  for a single day, from neigh-
bouring countries or even further away. Many 
examples exist throughout the world where 
contrasting rules and variations in  prices, 
tax rates, and product varieties, draw people 
to shop, drink, gamble and hire the services 
of  a  prostitute –  many activities that might 
be considered illegal or immoral in their home 
country. These are certainly not the only types 
of tourism that take place in border regions, 
for there are many examples of nature-based, 
cultural heritage, beachfront, and pilgrimage-
related attractions that are located in periph-
eral regions near international boundaries 
(Timothy & Butler, 1995; Paasi & Raivo, 1998; 
Timothy, 2001; Gelbman, 2008, 2019; Prok-
kola, 2010; Więckowski, 2010, 2013; Stoffel-
en, 2018). However, in most cases it is these 
former types, particularly those of  a  deca-
dent nature in many parts of the world, that 
connect places with activities and create  
widespread images and reputations. 

For these very reasons, since the early 
twentieth century, most large Mexican towns 
and villages immediately adjacent to  the 
US  border have functioned as  important 
tourist destinations. These cities comprise 

the southern portions of  transfrontier urban 
agglomerations that are culturally, socially 
and economically interdependent with their 
US neighbours. The original appeal of  these 
communities involved the opportunities 
of  vice, particularly prostitution and alcohol 
consumption which, while somewhat abated 
from the early years, still continues today 
(Luna, 2018). As a result, the image of these 
settlements developed over the decades 
as rowdy, immoral, filthy places where rules 
were abandoned and laws went un-enforced 
(Bowman, 1994; Martínez, 2018). While each 
Mexican border town has different origins 
and varying degrees of tourist appeal, what 
they all have in common is the boundary that 
separates them from their US neighbours and 
which created them and their tourist appeal 
in the first place and sustains their survival.

In common with most other tourist destina-
tions, postcards traditionally played an impor-
tant role in  the Mexican border towns, and 
since the border created tourism there, it  is 
little wonder that many of the images depict-
ed in  the postcards from these communi-
ties traditionally have been the border itself 
(Weigl, 2000; Arreola, 2001, 2017, 2019; 
Arreola &  Burkhart, 2010; Pearson, 2016). 
According to  Vanderwood and Samponaro 
(1988), postcards were the medium by which 
the American public learned about, and cre-
ated images of, the Mexican border towns 
in  the early twentieth century. They helped 
to construct popular images of border places 
before television and personal cameras came 
into widespread use (Arreola, 2001: 507). 
Although they were historically an important 
medium of information about tourism on the 
border, today, postcard use has diminished, 
although the cards that do  remain depict 
the border as an important part of  life and 
tourism south of  the US-Mexico boundary  
(Arreola, 2001, 2010).

Against this background, this chapter 
examines the portrayal of  the borderline 
in  tourist postcards from the Mexican side 
of the US-Mexico border and the role of post-
cards at  the border and asks the following 
research questions: How is  border town 



555Borderscapes and tourismscapes: The place of postcards in Mexican border town tourism

Geographia Polonica 2020, 93, 4, pp. 553-568

tourism communicated and images created 
or maintained through published postcards? 
What are the present-day general conditions 
of tourism-oriented border communities that 
affect the importance of  postcards in  their 
tourism industries and their availability  
for purchase?

Postcards and Tourism

Postcards have long been one of the most per-
vasive souvenirs in tourist destinations (Swan-
son & Timothy, 2012). They are meant to be 
mailed from the destination to  family mem-
bers and acquaintances who remain at home, 
or carried home with the tourists to be placed 
in photo albums or  framed as photographs. 
In  the past, sending a  postcard home was 
part of  the excitement of being somewhere 
different and was frequently enshrined in the 
ritualization of  traveling (Mamiya, 1992;  
Garrod, 2009). 

Postcards satisfy several purposes. They 
depict elements of life in the place where they 
originate. Thus, from a traveller’s perspective, 
postcards function as souvenirs or mementos 
that can bring back happy memories about 
a  favoured vacation experience (Swanson 
& Timothy, 2012). Along with postcards come 
bragging rights about having been some-
where interesting, and as part of a journey’s 
photo documentation, they may be  used 
to  show others which localities were visited 
or  activities undertaken during a  holiday. 
From the destination’s perspective, postcards 
may be seen as a marketing tool as they help 
establish images of  places that are hand-
selected to represent the very best elements 
of  the destination. Human (1999: 84) notes 
that “Postcards represent one of  the most 
pervasive means of  creating and sustaining 
the iconic images of  places”, a  sentiment 
echoed by other scholars (e.g. Mayes, 2010; 
Milman, 2011; Symes, 2019; Yüksel & Akgül, 
2007). Thus, having been created by image-
makers, postcards frequently depict overly 
romanticized and idealized scenes that the 
destination wishes to  convey to  the world. 
In this sense, according to Albers and James 

(1988: 136), postcards “formulate and insti-
tutionalize what tourists see and how they 
see it”. Thus, like other photographic portray-
als, postcard images are easily manipulated 
to emphasize what the destination wants the 
outside world to see. 

Tourism and the USA-Mexico 
Border

The US-Mexico border has always been 
an area of dynamic change, beginning with its 
establishment in 1848 following the Mexican-
American War. After the re-drawing of  the 
border, settlements began to grow adjacent 
to  it in  the late 1800s, usually as  outposts 
and customs stations for the Mexican gov-
ernment. In the early 1900s, a conservative 
moralist movement began to sweep over the 
United States, which fought for, and in most 
cases won, the eradication of gambling and 
other forms of vice. In response to this move-
ment, the small communities on the southern 
side of the border saw opportunities to cash 
in on the changes taking place in the United 
States. By  1916, entrepreneurs in  the Mexi-
can border settlements had established night 
clubs, liquor shops, bordello bars, and gam-
ing establishments, where all the activities 
prohibited in  the north, such as  cock fight-
ing, prostitution, drunkenness, boxing, bull-
fighting, race track betting, and other forms 
of  gambling drew thousands of  Americans 
across the border for day trips, weekends and 
even longer vacations, prompting the estab-
lishment of  hotels, restaurants and other  
tourism infrastructure (Lucero, 2003).

The US  Prohibition law (Volstead Act), 
which prohibited the manufacture, sale and 
distribution of  alcohol in  the United States 
between 1918  and 1933, added fuel to  the 
southward movement of  vice-seeking tour-
ists. Since alcohol was illegal at home, thirsty 
American visitors flooded into the Mexican 
border towns, where bars and liquor stores 
flourished. The entire situation was com-
pounded further with the establishment of US 
military bases near the border in California, 
Arizona and Texas, from which lonely soldiers 
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poured across the frontier in search of com-
panionship at the brothels and solace at the 
bars. As  a  result of  these dominant forms 
of tourism of vice, the Mexican border towns 
gained a reputation in the United States and 
elsewhere as unhealthy, unruly, unclean, and 
somewhat undesirable places for average 
tourists to  visit. Nonetheless, these activi-
ties continued to  bring money and visitors 
into the villages, which were typically small, 
dishevelled, and underdeveloped.

In the 1950s, however, the govern-
ment of  Mexico began considering options 
to  improve the negative image of  its border 
towns. In  1961, in  an effort to  improve the 
lives of  border residents, to  integrate the 
depressed northern fringe into the national 
economy, and to clean up the environments 
and reputations of its frontier towns for tour-
ism and well-being of  local residents, the 
Mexican government launched the National 
Border Program (PRONAF). This resulted 
in  ports of  entry and frontier communities 
receiving extensive facelifts, including parks, 
other manicured public spaces, and welcome 
archways at border crossings (Dillman, 1970). 
As part of PRONAF, the Border Industrial Pro-
gram (BIP) was initiated to strengthen the bor-
der economy. Under the BIP umbrella, incen-
tives were offered to international companies 
to  establish manufacturing and assembly 
plants in  the Mexican border towns. Several 
of  these plants (maquiladoras) were built 
in the 1960s, but their growth and prosperity 
began to  proliferate the border towns, par-
ticularly Tijuana and Ciudad Juárez, in  the 
1970s (Hansen, 1982; Prock, 1983). Today 
there are more than 3,000  maquiladoras 
in  Mexico, employing approximately one  
million workers (Alam & Istiak, 2020).

Employment in these foreign-owned plants 
is an attractive prospect for most Mexicans, 
as a  typical worker can earn approximately 
$6-8 USD per day – a significantly higher sal-
ary than could be earned doing similar work 
in  other parts of  Mexico. Better standards 
of living and employment potential along the 
boundary have made the northern border the 
most prosperous and rapidly growing region 

of  Mexico in  economic and demographic 
terms (Hanson, 1996; Weaver, 2001; Ander-
son & Gerber, 2008; Ganster & Lorey, 2008; 
Martínez, 2015). This change south of  the 
border, coupled with expanding US-Mexico 
trade in the past 40 years, has shifted a great 
deal of economic activity in the United States 
to its border cities as well, so that a comple-
mentary and symbiotic relationship across 
the border has been created.

Historically, crossing the southern border 
has been rather easy for Americans, who did 
not require a  passport or  visa to  cross the 
frontier in  either direction for same-day vis-
its to Mexico. Mexican citizens, on the other 
hand, have long required a visa to cross into 
the United States. After the events of Septem-
ber 11, 2001, the situation changed. Border 
security was strengthened, and in 2009, the 
US  government began requiring American 
citizens to  possess a  passport or  passport 
card to  re-enter the United States (Fleming, 
2014). This initially reduced American cross-
border travel, but visitation south of the bor-
der stabilised fairly soon thereafter as more 
US citizens applied for passports. 

During the past 15  years, Mexico and 
its border towns have suffered a great deal 
of  negative publicity owing to  the growth 
of drug cartels and their territorial conflicts, 
which resulted in  well publicised kidnap-
pings, murders and other criminal activity. 
Likewise, the US-Mexico border has featured 
prominently in  the international media over 
illegal immigration and the US government’s 
responses to  it (Gravelle, 2018). These hap-
penings have reduced the contemporary 
appeal of  the borderlands as a  leisure tour-
ist destination, but they remain some of  the 
most visited parts of Mexico (Toudert & Brin-
gas-Rábago, 2018; Ramos & Cuamea, 2019), 
primarily for ‘medical tourism’ services.

In common with US-Mexico trade and the 
maquiladora sector, in the realm of tourism, 
there is also a symbiotic relationship between 
the two sides of  the border (Blasco, Guia, 
& Prats, 2014; Cuevas-Contreras & Zizaldra- 
-Hernández, 2015; Cuevas-Contreras, Zizal-
dra-Hernández, &  Delgado-Guzmán, 2018). 
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The meetings and conventions sector, for 
instance, benefits considerably from twin 
cities’ border locations. El  Paso, for exam-
ple, hosts many national conventions and 
meetings owing to  the “entertainment value 
of  Juárez” (Weaver, 2001: 112). The same 
is  true of San Diego, which benefits a great 
deal economically from its proximity to Tijua-
na. In  fact, one of  the most popular activi-
ties among tourists in San Diego is a day-trip 
to  Tijuana, Mexico (Moker, 2010; Ganster 
& Collins, 2017; Arts, 2019).

The improved economic conditions and 
rapid population growth on the border, cou-
pled with the traditional role of  the border 
as a  tourist destination, have made tourism 
an even more important element of the local 
economy and international trade. In  fact, 
in the 1980s and 1990s, two thirds of Mexi-
co’s entire earnings from tourism originated 
in the border towns, and the border still plays 
a huge role in the tourism economy of Mexico 
with visitors traditionally exceeding by several 
times the number who visit the country’s inte-
rior (Curtis & Arreola, 1989; Gibbons & Fish, 
1987; Frejomil, Sanchez-Crispin, &  Lopez, 
1997; Clancy, 2001; Canally & Timothy, 2007; 
Timothy & Canally, 2008).

Today, the primary form of tourism on the 
US side is shopping, although dining out and 
visiting relatives are also important in some 
twin cities. Shopping in the US border towns 
involves Mexicans typically crossing and 
returning home the same day to buy house-
hold items, furniture, clothing, toys, and 
other daily necessities that are perceived 
to be of higher quality or less expensive than 
at  home (Asgary, de  los Santos, Vincent, 
&  Davila, 1997; González &  König, 2016). 
Large department stores, such as Wal-Mart 
and Target, as  well as  supermarkets and 
grocery stores, are common even in  small 
US towns adjacent to the border, where thou-
sands of Mexicans shop every week in search 
of bargains. Purchases by Mexicans in US bor-
der towns result in billions of dollars in spend-
ing and tax earnings for US states and munici-
palities and more than a million jobs (Sullivan, 
Bonn, Bhardwaj, &  DuPont, 2012; Fullerton 

& Walke, 2019). Many Mexicans shop in the 
United States on a weekly or monthly basis, 
sometimes spending hundreds of dollars each 
trip. Together with lower prices and product 
quality, the raised standards of living brought 
about by maquiladora employment and tour-
ism have allowed many more people to cross 
the northern border for shopping purposes 
(Castaño, Perez, & Quintanilla, 2010).

Tourism on  the south side of  the border 
is somewhat different. While Mexican border 
tourism waned during the First World War 
and the Great Depression, it picked up again 
after the Second World War in  the same 
forms that existed in the early twentieth cen-
tury. In the early 1970s, prostitution was said 
to  be Juárez’s main industry, contributing 
millions of dollars to  the city economy (Cur-
tis & Arreola, 1991). Prostitution today, how-
ever, caters more to Mexican nationals, but 
still exists for foreign visitors as  well, albeit 
at  a  smaller scale than earlier in  the twen-
tieth century (Arreola &  Curtis, 1993; Cas-
tillo, Rangel Gomez, & Delgado, 1999; Shirk  
&  Webber, 2004; Tiano &  Murphy-Aguilar, 
2016).

As noted above, drinking and drug use, 
perhaps the most copious visitor vice south 
of the border, grew rapidly in the early twen-
tieth century, and it  continues today in  the 
many bars, clubs, and lounges that dot the 
landscapes of  all Mexican border towns 
of any size. This activity is especially popular 
among American students who live near the 
frontier (Lange, Voas, & Johnson, 2002; Timo-
thy &  Canally 2008; Cherpitel, Ye, Zemore, 
Bond, &  Borges, 2015). Even young teenag-
ers are sometimes drawn across the border 
to drink, where rules and age restrictions can 
be ignored at a glance. 

While much of the traditional ‘vice’ appeal 
still exists south of  the border, new forms 
of  tourism have begun to develop in  recent 
years. Many tourists see the border as a fas-
cinating phenomenon because of  its role 
as a divider of the first world from the third 
world, and that only a few steps away, one can 
see a completely different way of life (Curtis 
& Arreola, 1989; Timothy & Canally, 2008). 
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This contrast between rich and poor, devel-
oped and underdeveloped, is a major draw. 
In the context of the US-Mexico border, Curtis 
(1993: 56) notes, “The built environment and 
the genius loci leave little doubt that Nuevo 
Laredo lies in  the third world and Laredo 
does not”. Likewise, in recent years, with the 
rise in health care and pharmaceutical costs 
in  the United States, many Americans now 
travel south of  the border to  receive medi-
cal and dental care, and to buy prescription 
drugs for a fraction of what they cost at home 
(Oberle & Arreola, 2004; Turner 2008, Mar-
tínez Almanza, Guía Julve, Morales Muñoz, 
&  Esparza Santillana, 2019). Shopping for 
souvenirs and other curios remains an impor-
tant component of tourism south of the bor-
der but now takes a  distant second place 
to health care consumption (Cuevas, Blasco, 
& Timothy, 2016).

Regardless of  the activities undertaken, 
estimates suggest that the majority of  visi-
tors to Mexican border towns are day-trippers 
who generally stay less than six hours in the 
larger cities and four hours in  the smaller 
towns. Most visitors are residents of US bor-
der states and ‘snowbirds’ (seasonal residents 
from the northern states and Canada), fol-
lowed by other tourists from Canada, West-
ern Europe and other regions of  the world 
(Arreola & Curtis, 1993; Arts, 2019). The Mex-
ican border communities are popular desti-
nations for domestic tourists as  well, owing 
to  their historic role in  the Mexican Revolu-
tion, their high levels of  economic develop-
ment compared to  the rest of  the country, 
strong familial relationships with border 
residents, and their proximity to  the United 
States, which can be visited if the visitors are 
able to obtain visas.

All of the main Mexican border towns pos-
sess tourist districts either adjacent to  the 
port of entry or within easy walking distance 
(1-2km). The landscapes of the tourist districts 
today are plastered with liquor stores, bars and 
restaurants, dental and medical offices, phar-
macies, souvenir and craft shops, and apparel 
and jewellery outlets. The districts’ location 
near the border reflects visitors’ propensity 

to want to stay close to the United States and 
not venture too far into ‘uncharted’ territory.

Although many foreign visitors travel 
to  the border towns by  bus, train and air-
plane, the majority drive to the border, park 
in the United States, and walk across to the 
nearby tourist districts to  shop, visit health 
care services, drink or search for other exotic 
diversions (Arreola & Madsen, 1999; Timothy 
& Canally, 2008; Cuevas, Blasco & Timothy, 
2016).

Like most other tourist destinations, bor-
der regions have long issued postcards for 
tourist use. In border areas, postcard images 
depict a wide range of  natural and cultural 
elements, but of particular interest to the spe-
cific borderland context is the representation 
of  borders and border-related phenomena 
(Milman 2012; Arreola, 2013). 

Data Sources

As already noted, this chapter examines 
postcards in  Mexican border communities. 
The fieldwork and card collection took place 
during multiple visits in  the border cities 
of  Tijuana, Baja California (pop. 2.1 million); 
Nogales, Sonora (pop. 220,000); and Ciudad 
Juárez, Chihuahua (pop. 2.5 million), between 
2005 and 2010  (Fig. 1). Follow-up site visits 
were also undertaken in  2018-2019  to the 
same cities to  examine any changes that 
might have taken place and to check on the 
current availability of postcards. During this 
time period, no new postcards had been pro-
duced. These cities were selected because 
they are the most popular Mexican border 
towns for tourism south of  the US  border 
states of California, Arizona and Texas. There 
are no  large Mexican cities south of  New 
Mexico. Likewise, these three cities are 
located near large market populations (San 
Diego and Los Angeles; Phoenix and Tucson; 
and El  Paso) with the most developed tour-
ist zones (Arreola &  Curtis, 1993; Canally  
& Timothy, 2007). 

The information presented in this chapter 
comes from two primary sources: postcard 
analysis and observations. The original plan 
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was to  examine postcards from both sides 
of the border, but after considerable search-
ing and speaking with shopkeepers on  the 
US side, the decision was made only to focus 
on  the Mexican towns, because there were 
no comparative cards in the US border towns. 
No  postcards were found in  Nogales, Ari-
zona, San Ysidro/San Diego, California, or  in 
the region of El Paso adjacent to the border. 
Four types of  postcards were found by  the 
author at  the El  Paso airport but were not 
included in this analysis. Postcard availability 
will be discussed later as part of the findings. 
On the Mexican side, every curio shop, phar-
macy and liquor store in  the tourist districts 
of all three cities was visited for the purpose 
of buying postcards for analysis. Only 98 dif-
ferent postcards were identified together in all 
three cities during the period described above 
– 51 in Tijuana, 23 in Nogales, and 24 in Ciu-
dad Juárez. One copy of each postcard was 
purchased and filed for analysis.

There is a vast and growing tourism litera-
ture based on analyses of visual imagery (e.g. 
Markwick, 2001; Jenkins, 2003; Edelheim, 
2007; Garrod, 2009; Milman 2011, 2012; 
Garrod & Kosowska, 2012). This study utilizes 
the same method used by most researchers, 
namely thematic content analysis. The post-
cards were examined on two separate occa-
sions by the author and a research assistant 
through the process of familiarization, inven-
tory, analysis and tabulation (Collier & Collier, 

1999). During the familiarization phase, the 
images were categorized individually and 
then by consensus into heuristic focal themes, 
which were subsequently used to explore the 
images further through inventory and con-
tent analysis to  find patterns of  frequency 
and clustering (Albers & James, 1988).

Observations and first-hand experience 
from field visits and dozens of previous and 
later visits to  all three cities produced valu-
able information about visitor behaviour, the 
venues where postcards could be purchased, 
the types of postcards available, and various 
other aspects of tourism in each community, 
particularly in relation to the border. The find-
ings from this research are presented in the 
sections that follow.

Postcards from the Border

Arreola (2001, 2010, 2013, 2017, 2019) has 
examined at great length the historical devel-
opment of  postcard images from the US-
Mexico border. His collection, in fact, consists 
of thousands of individual postcards from the 
Mexican border towns from the early 1900s 
until the 1990s. His examination of  histori-
cal postcards from Nogales, Mexico, reveals 
some interesting patterns (see Tab. 1). It  is 
obvious that throughout the twentieth centu-
ry, the borderline itself and the ports of entry 
(border gates) were an  important compo-
nent of the appeal of border towns, at  least 

Texas

New 
Mexico

Arizona

California

M E X I C O

Nogales

Tijuana

Ciudad
Juárez

Figure 1. Locations of study cities on the US-Mexico border
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as  reflected in  the 62 postcards that depict 
these images. In  the Nogales context, only 
street scenes (64) appeared in more of Arre-
ola’s postcards. To a lesser extent, other pub-
lic spaces (plazas and residential areas) (31), 
panoramic views (27), and public buildings 
and monuments (25) were popularly depicted 
as  well. Arreola’s work also demonstrates 
that the border and its various views (entry 
gates, the borderline and fence, etc) on post-
cards have decreased through time in  rela-
tion to  other emerging themes (e.g. historic 
monuments and aerial panoramas).

Table 2 presents the frequencies of post-
card images from the three border cities 
under examination in this study. As the table 
demonstrates, the most common images 
portrayed in the Nogales, Ciudad Juárez and 
Tijuana postcards are of historic monuments 
and buildings. Most of the images in this cat-
egory reflected monuments commemorat-
ing famous Mexican heroes, such as  Benito 
Juárez and the Aztec warrior Cuahutémoc, 
and in  the case of  one card from Tijuana, 
a  statue of  the famous American president 
Abraham Lincoln. Other monuments com-
memorate the Mexican Revolution and the 
nation’s cultural diversity. Museums are 
another important image portrayed on  the 
postcards from Juárez and Tijuana. One 
Juárez picture portrays a  former customs 
station that now houses a  municipal muse-
um. Spanish colonial cathedrals were also 
the focus of  several cards from Tijuana and 
Ciudad Juárez. In  common with the former 
customs station, the cathedrals, besides sym-
bols of community and culture, are indicative 
of a frontier situation, as the towns were con-
sidered marginal outposts of Spain (and later, 
Mexico) and were locations where Mexican 
sovereignty could be asserted and exercised.

Interestingly, the second most common 
images were those of cities outside the com-
munities where they were being sold. This pri-
marily entailed postcards reflecting panoram-
ic shots, street scenes, parks and historic sites 
from cities in the same state (i.e. the capitals) 
but often a  considerable distance from the 
place itself. For instance, several postcards 

were being sold in  Nogales that depicted 
scenes from Hermosillo, the state capital 
of  Sonora 250km away. Likewise, Tijuana 
shops sold images from Ensenada, a popular 
tourist destination to  the south. Even three 
postcards from the United States (e.g. Tucson 
and Phoenix) were being offered in Nogales 
at  two different shops, thereby establishing 
yet another linkage with the border.

The street scenes inevitably illustrate the 
crowded conditions of the border towns’ tour-
ist zones –  tourists, vendors, residents, and 
vehicular traffic. Souvenir vendors, shops, 
pharmacies, bars, and restaurants are typi-
cally the focus of  the street scenes, which 
appear to be portrayed as a way of demon-
strating the array of  retail establishments, 
to  attract visitors to  the many shopping, 
drinking and eating opportunities. 

While some of the aerial shots show only 
the Mexican side of  the border, the major-
ity (15) show both sides of  the border, and 
include text of  a  nature that highlights the 
bi-national nature of the cities (e.g. Nogales, 
Sonora/Nogales, Arizona). Most of  the pic-
tures in  this category focus on  the central 
urban cores, usually including the tourist dis-
tricts, CBDs, and in most cases the borderline 
itself becomes the central focus of the image 
as it bisects the conurbations.

Arreola’s (2001: 509) analysis noted that 
the gate crossings traditionally have been the 
most popular postcard views sold in Nogales. 
In  fact, according to  his collection, they 
totaled nearly a quarter of all Nogales post-
card images. In the sample collected for this 
study, this was not the case any longer. Four 
of  the 23  Nogales postcards (17.4%) depict 
the border fence/gateway; in  Tijuana, ten 
percent depict the border crossing. Only 
two postcards from Juárez depict the main 
international bridge. Arreola (2001) provides 
some insight into the reasons for the change 
in  focus from the borderline itself to  other 
urban scenes. In  the context of  Nogales, 
he noted,

“The first fence dividing a Mexican from 
an  American border town was erected 
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in Nogales. Gate crossings evolved as  offi-
cial ports of  entry along a  declared buffer 
zone between the Sonora and Arizona 
towns. These landscapes became photo-
graphed as  postcard views when Ambos 
Nogales began being promoted as a tourist 
destination. The fence line and gate cross-
ings were fixed features of border-town iden-
tity by the early twentieth century” (Arreola, 
2001: 509).

Today, however, the city has more to offer 
than just the border. Arreola suggests that 
postcards are no longer the dominant medi-
um for recording the border towns, and the 
nature of border town tourism has changed. 
While Nogales, Sonora, attracts approxi-
mately a  million foreign visitors annually, 

the tourist orientation has changed since the 
early years. According to  one local official, 
the vast majority of visitors are day-trippers 
who make international excursions of  less 
than a  few hours rather than the overnight 
visits that dominated border town tourism 
earlier in  the twentieth century. Likewise, 
these day visitors now utilize their mobile 
phones to take their own photographs rather 
than depending on postcards to capture local 
images.

“The combination of  shorter, more fre-
quent visits with a  general decline in  tradi-
tional forms of correspondence like postcards 
means that postcard views have less cred-
ibility for travelers than they did in the past. 
Besides, many of the excursionists to Ambos 

Table 1. Historical Nogales postcards by view depicted

View Frequency

Streetscapes 64

The border itself (fences, gateways and markers) 62

Panoramas 27

Public buildings and monuments 25

La Caverna (famous underground restaurant) 20

Plazas 20

Bullfights 12

Residential areas 11

Miscellaneous 21

Source: adapted from Arreola (2001).

Table 2. Frequencies of postcard images* in Mexican border towns, 2005-2019

View Juárez Nogales Tijuana Total

Aerial panoramas 4 5 6 15

International bridge 2 0 0 2

Border gateway/port of entry 0 4 5 9

Street scenes 1 1 17 19

Markets 3 0 0 3

Historic sites/monuments/buildings 4 5 14 23

Cultural and tourist activities 1 0 6 7

Cards from other cities/states 9 8 3 20

Totals 24 23 51 98

Source: author’s analysis. 
* Several of the cards had split/multiple images. In this case, the most frequently depicted category was 
counted.
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Nogales today bring their own cameras and 
snap away at  a  myriad of  views to  capture 
their own images” (Arreola, 2001: 510).

The cultural and tourist activity postcards 
depict people wearing sombreros and sera-
pes, dancers performing for tourists, and ste-
reotypical border town tourist activities, such 
as people sitting on donkeys that are painted 
to  look like zebras, donning flowered som-
breros and draped with serapes. Images like 
these have come to dominate the landscape 
of  the border town tourist districts and are 
usually contrived to appear as stereotypically 
touristified as  possible. The staged nature 
of  the zebra burros, particularly as depicted 
in postcards, cogently resembles what Weigl 
(2000: 56) calls the stereotyped Mexico, which 
casts the Mexican people as “an exotic other”. 
Most postcards, Weigl (2000: 56) argues, 
frame Mexicans “in a  stereotypical manner 
as sombrero-clad, burro-riders (…) it is obvious 
that stereotypes of Mexicans are still a vital 
part of  the visual vocabulary and concept 
of Mexico as (…) consumed by US society”.

To Curtis and Arreola (1989: 20), the bor-
der tourist districts represented in postcards 
are “illusionary, anachronistic places where 
merchants cater to  tourists’ expectations 
by marketing a vision of Mexico that is a prod-
uct of history, myth, reality and fantasy”. They 
also suggest that tourists like to  cross the 
border because there they find “an idealized 
‘Mexicoland’ that is somewhat insulated from 
the real world and danger but one that evokes 
at least a veiled sense of excitement and for-
eign adventure” (Curtis & Arreola, 1989: 23). 
Herzog (2003: 127) concurs and muses that,

“Revolution Avenue is to Tijuana what Main 
Street, U.S.A. is to Disneyland – an artificial 
promenade that sets the mood for a carefully 
choreographed experience. In  Disneyland, 
visitors park their cars and walk across the 
parking lot, through the entrance gates, and 
onto Main Street, a theatrical stage set, built 
at 4/5 scale, and lined with costumed char-
acters, from Mickey Mouse to a Barbershop 
Quartet. In  Tijuana, tourists park their cars 

in vast lots just north of the border, cross the 
pedestrian entrance into Mexico, and move 
along a  path that leads them to  Revolution 
Avenue. Revolution Avenue is  a  mini-theme 
park – a clever stage set of outrageous color 
and grotesque facades. Buildings resemble 
zebras or Moorish castles. Flags and colorful 
blimps fly overhead. Music blares, whistles 
blow, barkers shout along its entire one mile 
length. The setting is a classic ‘other directed 
space’, a vacation-land and consumer haven 
created for outsiders.”.

These images are also important because 
the US-Mexico border is essentially the only 
place in  the world where first world meets 
third world at such a stark and narrow divide. 
For many tourists, the obvious differences 
in  economic, cultural and political systems, 
which can be felt immediately at the bound-
ary (quite literally), adds intrigue to the tourist 
ambience. This condition gives rise and lends 
importance to the stereotyped images at the 
border, because as  Morgan and Pritchard 
(1998: 242) note, images of  the developing 
world usually reflect a  western, white, colo-
nial bias in  which the “dynamic First World 
contrasts itself with a  static, timeless and 
unchanging Third World”.

Only three postcards from Juárez depicted 
outside and inside views of Pueblito Mexica-
no (a shopping centre decorated as a  small 
Mexican town) and Mercado Juárez, the 
main market, with an  array of  shops and 
crowds of people. Their being featured is like-
ly a result of the importance of the Mercado 
and the Pueblito in the city’s tourism product 
mix. The Pueblito also houses a small museum  
and restaurant.

The situation today

As the previous section illustrates, postcards 
have long been an  important medium for 
depicting tourism activities and the promi-
nence of  the borderline in  the Mexican bor-
der towns. Earlier in  the twentieth century, 
postcards played a crucial part in the growth 
of  border tourism and assisted in  bringing 
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about the Mexican border towns’ widespread 
notoriety among North Americans and Euro-
peans (Arreola, 2001, 2017, 2019; Arreola 
&  Burkhart, 2010; Vaquera-Vásques, 2012). 
Today, however, the importance of  post-
cards as an information medium and marker 
of  place-based experience has diminished 
considerably for two primary reasons. First, 
the nature of tourism in the border towns has 
changed considerably. Rather than the tradi-
tional leisure-oriented product of yesteryear, 
the 21st-century visitor experience at  Mexi-
co’s northern frontier is dominated by phar-
macy runs, medical treatments, and alcohol 
purchases. Thus, there is  significantly less 
motivation to buy and send postcards – tra-
ditionally viewed as a leisure activity – from 
utilitarian spaces and during utilitarian times. 
Likewise, the security situation in the Mexican 
borderlands has deteriorated significantly 
over the past decade, which has hastened the 
demise of much of the border leisure tourism 
that existed before. Secondly, in tourism desti-
nations everywhere, the act of sending physi-
cal postcards is  now largely outdated and 
is rapidly being replaced by the use of social 
media. In most instances today, photographs 
and video clips shared with friends and family 
on social media have taken the place of mail-
ing postcards (Munar &  Jacobsen, 2014). 
Images that were once enshrined on  card-
stock and posted from exotic locations are 
now more commonly shared in  real time 
through mobile phone apps and social media.

In the early days, postcards were read-
ily available in most border towns, in a wide 
selection of shops (Arreola, 2001). However, 
since the turn of  the 21st century, post-
cards are difficult to find. Stores rarely stock 
them in light of their declining popularity for 
Americans (who traditionally have not been 
as  prolific postcard senders as  Europeans) 
and other foreign visitors. This is  particu-
larly the case in  smaller communities like 
Nogales. Owing to the decrease in postcard 
popularity, most curios shops have stopped 
selling them. During the 2005-2010  visits, 
only a  handful of  souvenir stores in  Tijuana 
and Ciudad Juárez stocked them, and only 

two in  Nogales. The majority of  postcards 
examined in this study were purchased from 
liquor stores and pharmacies (72%), rather 
than traditional souvenir shops and vendors 
(28%). Again, this reflects the recent shift 
to  liquor- and pharmaceutical-based shop-
ping as  dominant activities in  the border 
communities (Oberle & Arreola, 2004; Cue-
vas-Contreras, Zizaldra-Hernández, & Delga-
do-Guzmán, 2018; Adams, Snyder, & Crooks, 
2019). In  fact, the reaction of  shopkeepers 
was usually surprise and sometimes bewilder-
ment when asked if  they carried postcards. 
Many suggested that foreign visitors had not 
asked about postcards for many years, and 
most did not know where they could be pur-
chased, although the author’s finding post-
cards at  pharmacies and liquor stores was 
based on  initial recommendations by  sou-
venir sellers. In  2018-2019, postcards were 
found in only two shops in Ciudad Juárez, two 
in Tijuana, and none in Nogales. 

The tourism forms and functions of  the 
Mexican border cities are changing. The 
souvenir- and restaurant-dominated tour-
ismscapes of  the past have been replaced 
largely by  ‘medical tourism’ services, includ-
ing pharmacies, dentists, physicians and chi-
ropractors. There are far fewer curios shops 
and handicraft vendors, and the elements 
of vice have also begun to diminish. Many for-
mer shops where postcards would have been 
sold in previous years are now sitting empty.

Conclusion

The US-Mexico border has an  interesting 
history, riddled with tourism from its very 
inception. Between the late nineteenth and 
late twentieth centuries, picture postcards 
played a  vital role in  creating the images 
of rowdy border towns and moulding Ameri-
can perceptions of  what life was like south 
of the border, thus creating and maintaining 
staged stereotypical representations of Mexi-
co at the national frontier – the only Mexican 
experience many Americans and Canadians 
ever had. As a result, a unique tourist ‘Mexi-
coland’ developed adjacent to  the border, 
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which was introduced and preserved in post-
card images for more than a century (Arreola 
2010, 2013, 2017, 2019).

To answer the first research question, 
because tourism grew as a result of the bor-
der, it is not surprising that the boundary itself 
featured prominently in early postcard imag-
es. Although the border appears less com-
monly in the postcards analysed here, la linea 
(the line) still appears on some of  them. The 
2000s postcards focus more on images away 
from the immediate border, such as  street 
scenes, markets, cultural/tourist activities, 
historic monuments and buildings, and aerial 
panoramas. Nonetheless, all the images are 
connected in  some way directly or  indirectly 
to the borderline. The streets are a bustle with 
tourists, who visit the markets and participate 
in  cultural activities because of  the bound-
ary situation. Aerial pictures typically show 
the international divide and the twin cities 
it  bisects, revealing an  interdependent tour-
ism relationship. Churches and other buildings  
were constructed because of  the early fron-
tier location on  the edges of  the Spanish, 
and later, Mexican, polities. The  abundance 
of postcards from other cities attests to  the 

cross-boundary collective identity that 
is often associated with borderland locations, 
even on  a  domestic scale. And, finally, rep-
resentations of the border itself bear witness 
to  what constitutes the core appeal of  bor-
derland tourism and what local place-makers 
have desired to portray to the outside world.

The nature of tourism in the Mexican bor-
der towns has changed considerably during 
the past 35  years from self-indulgent play-
grounds where people spent weekends and 
even entire weeks on  holiday immediately 
south of  the border. In  response to  the sec-
ond research question, it  is clear that con-
temporary tourism emphasises more short-
term, utilitarian day excursions for shopping, 
medical care, and dining/drinking, with only 
limited cultural enjoyment. This reorientation, 
together with the popularity of mobile phones 
and social media, has resulted in postcards 
becoming nearly obsolete in  Mexico’s  
northern borderlands.

Editors‘ note:
Unless otherwise stated, the sources of tables and 
figures are the authors‘, on the basis of their own 
research.
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