
Rhetoric and Reality on the U.S.—Mexico Border

Commentary from Leaders in the Rio Grande Valley, Texas

“Dr. Fleuriet does the Valley great justice in that she understands from the
ground up the nuances of life along the US/Mexico Borderlands. She under-
stands how decisions are made in the minds of a proud yet humble people
who many times are faced with putting a meal on the table or paying the rent
and trying to take care of their health now and for the future. She understands
the very core of what it takes to survive and still smile when a child is born.
She understands the hope that everyone aspires to achieve despite the obstacles
of making enough money to flourish and survive. She has done her work and
painted a beautiful picture of the proud Americans, albeit struggling, in our
region.”

—Paula Gomez (health care administrator and advocate)

“This book is an excellent example of the importance of perspective and the
value of acquiring the ‘whole story’ throughout our journey in life. Rhetoric
and Reality is uniquely written by interweaving anthropology and sociology to
change the narrative of a national story and stereotype that has been politicized
for personal gain. The author’s perspective as a native of South Texas further
illustrates the value of experiences in challenging a national narrative. Rhetoric
and Reality is exquisitely written to illuminate the rest of the story of the U.S.-
Mexico Border and has the potential to advance the body of knowledge on the
importance of “suspending judgement” and challenging national rhetoric. This
book is superb!”

—Dr. Arturo Cavazos (superintendent)

“This book is a must read. Rhetoric and Reality adds to an already growing body
of anthropological work on the suffering and inequality prevalent along the
U.S.-Mexico border, and distinguishes itself by providing a critical synthesis of
the lived experiences of leading voices in the borderlands region. It is due time
a book like this counters the negative news coverage and political commentary
surrounding the Rio Grande Valley—a diverse and unique region, unlike any
other.”

—Filemon Vela (political leader)



“Contrary to previously held dogma and banal assumptions of this dynamic
region, author Jill Fleuriet has masterfully created a paradigm shift in how we
should think about the U.S.-Mexico border. Through exhaustive research of
national and local writings and impressions of the border, along with exten-
sive facts and regional stories and anecdotes, she flips the pejorative script
by surfacing an abundant mentality of our relationship with Mexico that can
only come through immersion, acceptance and inclusion. If you never plan on
living along the border, then at least live vicariously through this thoughtful
and beautiful portrayal of the border … a region that is quickly reshaping the
demographic landscape of the US.”

—Dr. Nolan Perez (physician; leader in education)

“I can’t tell you how many times as a reporter and Rio Grande Valley resident,
I’ve heard a story about the RGV in the national media and thought to myself,
‘wait, that’s not right.’ Rhetoric and Reality on the U.S.—Mexico Border carefully
documents the pervasiveness of misleading and false narratives about the border
in media outlets of all political stripes, and makes an urgent argument for stories
that acknowledge the region’s complex challenges but also its history, vitality,
and potential.”

—Daniel Tyx (journalist)

“A scholar’s critical eye, augmented by a passionate respect for her home, and
nuanced by the rich palette of testimony from those who live in and love the
Rio Grande Valley, offers our nation lessons rendered priceless by our present
crisis. The author lays out a series of examples of the extraordinary work by
local leaders from across the poorest region in the nation to create and sustain a
uniquely, richly American community. This is a work that allows us to embrace,
not fear, our southern border.”

—Michael Seifert (policy and advocacy strategist)
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Foreword

Dr. Jill Fleuriet begins her book with the 1857 order from President
McKinley appointing a commissioner to survey and mark out upon the
land the dividing line between the United States and the Republic of
Mexico. She explains that ever since, generations of politicians, journal-
ists, and all of us who tell stories have been about the business of “bor-
dering.” Then she teaches us what bordering means; there, the adventure
in learning begins. Fleuriet’s fascinating book identifies and humanizes
the social processes that define (border), reinforce (reborder), or chal-
lenge (deborder) difference. Her extensive research teaches us ways to
think about what our instinct has always driven us to do, as exemplified
in my own family.

Dr. Fleuriet and I are both daughters of El Valle, the Rio Grande
Valley of south Texas. My father was born in Monterrey, Mexico, and
came to the United States as a legal resident alien to escape the ravages
of the Mexican Revolution. He carried a “green card” every day of his
life to prove his legal standing in the United States. His job with Pan
American World Airways and Compania Mejicaña de Aviación, required
that he cross the border daily. He was perfectly bilingual, bicultural,
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and biliterate. He straddled the border in all ways. He respected his
country of origin, his roots, and his native language, but he loved living
in the United States. As a member of the next generation, I grew up in
Brownsville. I thought everyone was bilingual and could convert pesos
into dollars, kilos into pounds, and kilometers into miles in their heads.
My father and I spent our lives debordering.

A few years ago, I went to the cemetery where my grandparents were
buried in Harlingen. I remember going there as a young girl, but I had
not returned in many years. There was a Texas Historical Commission
plaque just a few feet from where my grandparents were buried. In part
it read, “This cemetery originally was divided into sections for babies,
Blacks, Anglos, and Hispanics.” Placemaking, in this case, the separation
of people even after they have died, recreated and defined.

Fleuriet’s research meticulously tells the story of how a society takes an
imaginary line drawn by a treaty and makes it socially significant through
human behavior. This “bordering,” she teaches us, was no accident. We
define “us” and “them” through distinction of nationality, language or
dialect, citizenship, ethnicity, taxation, healthcare policies and opportu-
nities for a quality education. For that treaty’s imaginary line to become
socially significant, it had to be physically and socially molded—indeed,
continually reinforced, by human behavior. One of the stories told over
and over in our mother’s family was how the Mexicans were only allowed
to swim in the public pool one day a year; the next day the pool was
drained and cleaned. Once again, bordering.
The second half of Fleuriet’s book expertly contrasts how people

deborder , the ways in which we try to erase boundaries and ideas of differ-
ence. She chronicles with precision the story of how the leadership in the
Rio Grande Valley joined forces to aggressively push back to “flip the
script” and surface the power of regional thinking, planning, and acting
to help lead to the establishment of The University of Texas—Rio Grande
Valley. Authenticated with over a hundred interviews with Valley leaders,
Fleuriet weaves their individual voices throughout her book to argue that
their purpose was to shed prevailing identities that marked the region
and her people as something to be “controlled and feared.” Instead, these
border leaders have begun to co-create a regionalism that should be used
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as a national model for how communities working toward a shared goal
can achieve great purpose.

I had the privilege to help lead the expansion of higher education in
the Rio Grande Valley for 32 years. At every commencement, I would
attest that it was my fervent hope that the next generation of grad-
uates would build bridges, not walls, between our two countries and
around the world. Each time, on hearing those words, the audience
would break into spontaneous applause. I believe it was because they
heard “de voz alta,” out loud what was in their own hearts. I believe
they left our campus with the intention of spending their lifetime in that
noble pursuit.

Fleuriet’s vivid work provides wise counsel as she teaches, challenges,
and gives hope. Her book is exceptional and should be required reading
in undergraduate classes in journalism, history, Latino studies, and lead-
ership. And, it comes to us at just the right time to serve as an impor-
tant resource for civic leaders, activists, families, and neighbors across the
globe who are reexamining our notions of borders.

Brownsville, USA
2020

Julieta Villarreal García, Ph.D.
President, former

The University of Texas at Brownsville
Professor of Communication

The University of Texas Rio Grande Valley
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