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ABSTRACT 

not to be mad at not being able to pronounce words properly or using my translanguaging skills to 

always the kindest or showed compassion. It was I who was living in the U.S. after all. The 
expectation was not to speak Spanglish. The idea that Spanish should be pure and learned properly 

-meanings and certain humor. 

Recommended Citation
Lomelí, A.  (2024). La Gente de Agua: Intersectional Metaphors of Identity and Resistance. Rio 
Bravo: A Journal of the Borderlands, 25, 11-16



Rio Bravo Journal, Volume 25, Summer 2024     Page 12

 
THE SPACE WITHIN: DEFINING GEOGRAPHICAL AND IDENTITY BORDERS 

not to be mad at not being able to pronounce words properly or using my translanguaging skills to 

always the kindest or showed compassion. It was I who was living in the U.S. after all. The 
expectation was not to speak Spanglish. The idea that Spanish should be pure and learned properly 
kept being yelled at me when I did -meanings and certain humor. 

constantly monitored for a Spanish accent or for revelations of my immigration status. Once again, 
that they (students) wanted to make 

assimilated. Maybe it was the reminder of where they came from but wanting to forget or a bad 
memory pushed to their core of the pain their ancestors felt. How could they not see we were the 
same? Only thing separating us was a piece of paper (citizenship). 

That we all were flowing together,
That whatever the world thought and taught, we were not filtered into different bottles. 
Here at the Rio Grande Valley, the border for us, is the river. Every time you cross the bridge 
halfway through there is a plaque that highlights the dividing imaginary line between Mexico 

WATER BOTTLE: TAKING IN MY IDENTITY AND MAKING IT PALPABLE FOR THE MASSES 

tribal lands, the Braceros who gave their lives, and the undocumented U.S. Veterans that were 

and to reunite with our family and the land that we once so freely crossed without protest. The 
vironment, the bathing and laughter of family celebrations along 

a c
Water, after all, has the power to destroy anything in its path, but also to be flexible, calm, 

and life-giving. The ability to gracefully change the landscape of its inhabitants (all species) 
overtime and over great areas of land. Water makes up the human body. Water molds itself through 
where it travels and to where it is held. As immigrants, we must be flexible/ fluid to change like 
the river does as it moves from place to place or be forced into a container for containment, 
consumption, and evaluation.
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kills as well). Environmental scientists have learned that water-dams, if not provided with flow, 
will become dead zones for all that inhabit it. It kills the fish and the ecosystem reliant on the 
source. The water dies and provides no sustenance for the weary. 
As immigrants, we are the water. We are often forced into these identity containers/ plastic bottles, 

A run that lasts until we reach the ocean... 

A flow that merges together walking beings, ancestors, and successors. 

also contained by our labels and laws that identify what labels can cross its boundary. Are we not 

with value and acceptance or quite the contrary, rejected, and displaced. In this particular border 
crossing, we are told that we must be identified and assessed. The U.S. Government creates these 
labels and has done so over the years. They decide where the boundary is along the U.S.-Mexico 
Border. They define who, when and how it can be crossed. They decide if we are to get benefits
or how long we can stay. Our indigenous ancestors lived on this land without borders, and now we 
hold a history of destruction: Texas Rangers, the Minutemen, the U.S. Border Patrol, and the 
Border Wall. 
As a child, most border checkpoint crossings involved a light conversation with the Custom agents, 
who focused on questions about bringing in illegal plants and food. Years later, we see the river 

has become a crime. As you cross 
-Mexico bridges, we pass this invisible demarcation of time 

and space that seems surreal at times. We step from a place where we are hard workers, family-
oriented, spiritual people to a place that often labels us as criminals, lazy, and immoral. These 
labels affect our livelihood, our daily lived experiences, and our existence. As immigrants, we are 

abel 
(documents), we are granted access to travel across the borders. But if we are labeled incorrectly, 
we lose the ability to reach our destinations... Instead, we remain in the same place, often in the 
sun, becoming more and more polluted as the plastic
why it is so important that we are labeled as consumable. For many immigrants with the wrong 
label, crossing becomes a life-or-death experience. One where you must reach your destination by 
swimming across the river or walking through a desert and rough terrain. They risk it all because 
staying would mean death by cartel violence, or the daily struggle for survival with the almost 
non-existent exploitive wages brought on by long days working at local maquiladoras.

of Guadalupe Hidalgo to the United States. It was during this time that border Mexicans on the 
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northern side of the river were given an ultimatum, you either stay with your land and become an 

U.S. history (treaties with indigenous people were never honored), Mexicans were killed on the 
spot (beaten, scalped, lynched, shot), forced to leave their lands, and stripped of their wealth. I 

the U.S. government to honor their word (land, life, and liberty).
For me, I think the easiest way to visualize my identity is through the confinement of the water in 
a plastic bottle. Containment/confinement has been a way for the U.S. to place us in a more 
palpable package for the white bourgeoisie who have exploited their way to the top through 
manifest destiny propaganda and label-
assimilation and hard work. They sell the propaganda freely through every facet of advertising 
(news, media, movies, ads, etc.). They sell whi
that sense, I had unknowingly internalized this shame. I hid. I wanted to blend into the system 

they sai
kindergartener? Certainly not I. 
The teacher asked the class, where we were born. I remember I was so happy to share, I shouted, 

-breaking to hear my peers calling me, 
rs saw the city and myself as 

lower and dirty. As a border town, it was hard to appreciate, but for me, it was home. It was where 
my family grew up and shared beautiful memories. With two jobs each, our parents were able to 
take care of us, working, living, studying on one side yet taking us to Mexico if we were sick. 

I made many memories listening to my mom talking with other patients while we waited to see a 

of other reliable doctors, specialists, and things to consider when someone was ill (on a budget). It 
was our network. 
As a child, I was given allowances for not knowing how to speak Spanish very well, but my mom 

could I be a good 
representative of our people if I did not know the language? How could I be permitted to hold this 
label of Mexican and not be able to hold a conversation in Spanish without interjecting English 
throughout. Maybe it was the reminder that Spanish was not valued in the eyes of the U.S. How 

loss of our indigenous languages, medicinal knowledge, and customs. 

soda. Imagine, in most areas, a plastic bottle of soda is more expensive than a plastic bottle of 
ic amounts of sugar, and other 

preservatives to change. In the U.S.A, to be valued, assimilation is constantly pushed onto the 
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community. In this case, soda would represent those who had assimilated into society. They had 
to change who they were, their values, their symbols, language, and their traditions to fit in. 
I can remember in so many ways, especially as a student, my teachers, school, and peers wanted 
me to pronounce words, behave, speak, and represent the classroom differently than our bilingual 

non-assimilated. It was model minority examples vs. who you should not want to be like. They 
were in the same grade, but learning at a slower pace. But they exploited them just the same. The 
schools were receiving money for each bilingual student and the more students they identified as 
bilingual, the more the school would earn. However, what the students received during this time 
was anything but beneficial. They were labeled, held to lower educational expectations, and treated 
badly by peers.
When I was in the 5th grade, my mom was a parent volunteer, and helped a kinder classroom. One 
day, I ran into my mother outside in the courtyard of our elementary. We began to talk. My mother 
knew some English but spoke mostly Spanish. The teacher who she was working with approached 
us and was shocked to hear me speaking Spanish. 

She was stunned. I hid in plain sight by avoiding talking in Spanish and not divulging where I was 
born after the kinder incident. This takes a toll, with a loss of opportunities to celebrate and rejoice 

By the time I turned 15 my skin had grown thicker, but the border was harder to cross. You needed 

declaration in English, but now you had to show documentation (passport, visa, etc.). When it was 
time for my quinceañera celebration, we decided to have the church ceremony in Reynosa and the 

Reynosa and Edinburg. This also let those family members and friends who could not cross 
respectively, the opportunity to celebrate with me.  They are, after all, the drops that make up my 
existence. They have helped shape me. But now, instead of being a bottle with free water, it needed 
(more) documentation at an extra cost, it was as if they charged for transportation and distribution. 

WHAT S VALUED MORE: SPRING OR PURIFIED? IT DOESN T MATTER IF YOU POLLUTE IT WITH 

HATRED. 
As the bell rings, it is lunch time. A comer! We would say as we were heading to the cafeteria 
fooling around. I remember sitting with a big group of peers in high school. Each seat was filled 
and sometimes shared. Our lunch trays turned sideways to allow for more people to sit together. 

indirectly about you, your family, their famili
unknowingly hate themselves? I would look around and watch them say things. My only reaction 
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incident becoming a drop falling/spilling to the ground.

WE RE POWERFUL TOGETHER. RIVERS CUT THROUGH MOUNTAINS. 
Throughout my years in college, I continued to hear the same comments again and again. But 

indigenous Chicanx history. I was grateful for race, ethnic and gender studies during my doctoral 
program. We learned that there were people out there who wanted to talk about community and 
individual agency, counter narratives, social justice, and networks of knowledge we could reach 
out to (especially recognizing our family as networks of knowledge). 
It was a whole new way of valuing my community and shining a light on my identity. I emptied 

-o- -filled it again when I got home. I realized the only way we 
create an opportunity for refilling our bottle with drinking water was by allowing for Nepantla 
spaces, where we could be ourselves, have deep conversations about what was happening in our 
sociopolitical environments and build social networks, celebrating our culture, and making 
changes to be more inclusive. 

Wetback?), or as the foreign other, that I failed to learn about my indigenous history. What we did 
learn was that we were inferior and that we were criminals by default. We did not learn that we 
had an advanced civilization before Europe. That we had dominated math calculations and built 

the focus had been with not 

and that they, the real foreigners, are the settler colonizers. I have seen our own people police our 
communities to fall in line and assimilate. The act keeps our minds preoccupied with things that 

resources. I decided I need to regain my own focus. 

the days where the goal was to stay hidden and go unnoticed. Here are the days of moving towards 
fighting against discriminatory stereotypes with our counter narratives. I want to share this new 

focus, we can all get our bottles recycled and return to the flowing waters of the river; being united 
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