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In recent years, the struggle for access to safe water resources in
Latin America has been increasingly connected with indigeneity. For
example, Quechua women in Umpuco, near Puno, in the Peruvian
Altiplano, are struggling to find access to water for their alpacas in
the face of increasingly severe drought as a result of climate change.
Resorting to ancestral indigenous knowledge, they resort to a tech-
nique they describe as “planting and harvesting the rain”:

Esta préctica, arraigada en los Andes desde antes de los incas,
consiste en recolectar el agua de lluvia de las zonas mas altas
(siembra) para recuperarla después en las méas bajas (cosecha).
(Jabiel 2024, s.p.)

This practice, rooted in the Andes since before the Incas, consists
of collecting rainwater from the highest areas (sowing) to later re-
cover it in the lowest areas (harvest).*

Imitating the irrigation canals of their ancestors, these women col-
lect the water of the Japulaya spring and bring it down, through a
kilometer of pipes, to their community. By also building reservoirs
and infiltration ditches to prevent rain runoff and retain the water,
they have recovered, according to Jabiel, hundreds of hectares of
their prairies with native Andean grasses that help water retention.

Meanwhile, despite the pressure and threats he suffered, Roman
Guitian, chief of the Indigenous community Atacamefios del Altiplano,
located in Antofagasta de la Sierra, managed in 2024 to convince the
Supreme Court of Justice of the province of Catamarca, in northern
Argentina, to stop lithium mining in the Salar del Hombre Muerto.
He decided to join forces with environmental organizations after sev-
eral mining companies dried up the Trapiche River, one of the most
important rivers in the region, and seven new projects threatened
to also destroy the Los Patos River, one of this community’s scarce
water resources (Gulman).

Latin America is, in fact, taking a leadership position in water
conservation projects and good practices that are being emulated in
Europe, the United States, Asia, and Africa. For instance, a British
city, Norfolk, has recently adopted the Fondos de Agua program,
which was implemented twenty years ago in Quito, Ecuador, one of the

Part of this article was previously published in the essay “From Thought to Praxis.
The Hydrohumanities and Hydrocriticism as Socio-Environmental Approaches in
Latin American Studies”, included in Dossier: Climate Change as a Cultural Problem.
Transdisciplinary Environmental Humanities and Latin American Studies. LASA Forum,
5(2), 2022, 40-4.

1 Unless otherwise stated all translations present in this essay are by the Author.
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twenty-six Fondos de Agua that exist in eleven Latin American coun-
tries. According to Paula Caballero and Marianne Kleiberg, this plan

incluye acciones de conservacion como la implementacién de es-
tanques permeables, franjas de proteccion y la gestion del suelo;
asi como acciones para monitorear y evaluar los recursos hidricos
de la regién. (Caballero, Kleiberg 2024)

includes conservation actions such as the implementation of per-
meable ponds, buffer strips and soil management, as well as ac-
tions to monitor and evaluate the region’s water resources.

This Latin American approach to water security and sustainability is
part of the different Soluciones Basadas en la Naturaleza (Solutions
Based on Nature), which propose alternatives to engineering infra-
structure, such as the restoration and conservation of coral reefs,
mangroves, and other ecosystems in order to avoid floods and slow
down waves (Caballero 2024).

These types of solutions are emerging in Latin America perhaps
because it is one of the regions more drastically affected by climate
change. As Lorena Arroyo (2024) has pointed out, natural disasters
continue to create chaos in the region, from droughts in the Amazon
River, to the destruction caused by Otis, a category 5 hurricane, near
Acapulco, Mexico, in October 2023, to the drought in Mexico City and
the threatened water supply in Sao Paulo, to the devastating floods
in Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil, in May 2024, to the existential threat to
365 Caribbean islands that could disappear due to the raise of water
levels by 2050, to the lack of rain in the Panama Canal.

Yet in Latin America, where climate change is increasingly becom-
ing a source of social upheaval and where, paradoxically, one of every
four Latin Americans does not have appropriate access to water even
though the region is host to 30 percent of the planet’s water resources
(Arroyo 2024), ecological activism can be a deadly business. Although
water is a human right, explicitly recognized by the United Nations
General Assembly on 28 July 2010, through Resolution 64/292, many
people still have to give their life to have access to it. Thus, in 2019,
Samir Flores, a thirty-five-year-old activist member of the Frente en
Defensa de la Tierra y el Agua (Defense of Land and Water Front)
was assassinated by the organized crime group Comando Tlahuica
when he was leaving his residence, the day after he protested the
construction, initiated in 2012, of a thermoelectric project and pipe-
line by the Popocatépetl volcano in the Mexican state of Morelos.
The project, supported by Mexican president Andrés Manuel Lopez
Obrador, had been denounced by academics and residents because
of its adverse environmental impact and its overuse of water in an
agricultural area where water is urgently needed.
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A 2021 report from the environmental rights organization Global
Witness described Latin America as the deadliest place in the world
for environmental activists. In 2020 alone, there were 165 deadly
attacks on land and environmental defenders, with 65 in Colombia
(where one-third of the activists were of Indigenous or African ances-
try), 30 in Mexico (half of the attacks were against Indigenous com-
munities), 20 in Brazil, and 17 in Honduras. Although most of these
deadly attacks were linked to the logging industry, many were al-
so related to water appropriation, including demonstrations against
the construction of hydroelectric dams. On September 24, 2020, for
example, the thirty-four-year-old Indigenous Mexican activist Oscar
Eyraud Adams was murdered in his residence in Neji, Tecate, Baja
California, for fighting for the Indigenous Kumiai community’s wa-
ter rights, as their aquifers were being dried up by large beer and
wine companies during a severe drought. Unfortunately, the Global
Witness report (2021) states, these predatory companies’ attackers
can act with impunity, as 95 percent of these murders in Mexico go
unpunished. The report concludes that an increasing number of mur-
ders related to climate change are being committed:

We tend to associate the climate crisis with its environmental im-
pacts - unbearable heat, air pollution, rising seas, burning forests,
or super-storms. Yet the date on attacks against land and environ-
mental defenders [...] show that the unaccountable exploitation and
greed driving the climate crisis is also having an increasingly vi-
olent impact on people. (Global Witness 2021, 15)

These murders of activists are just the tip of the iceberg, revealing
widespread environmental injustice and the increased vulnerabili-
ty of minorities and the poor to industrial pollution, natural disas-
ters, and the effects of climate change, particularly as they relate to
small-scale agriculture and ranching.

This type of violence against environmental defenders is begin-
ning to be reflected in Hispanic cultural production, as evident in the
2010 film También la lluvia (Even the Rain, directed by Iciar Bollain,
Spain, Mexico, France). In this film within a film, a film crew that
travels to Cochabamba, Bolivia, in 2000 to shoot a film about the
Spanish conquest of the Americas finds itself in the middle of the
Cochabamba Water War. It turns out that an Indigenous actor named
Daniel (Juan Carlos Aduviri), who has a significant role in the his-
torical film that Mexican filmmaker Sebastidn (Gael Garcia Bernal)
is directing, is also leading the demonstrations against the govern-
ment-supported privatization of the city’s municipal water company
and the increased water rates after it is sold to a powerful interna-
tional corporation. Daniel is beaten up by the police during a pro-
test and later he is almost arrested a second time, and his daughter
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Belén’s leg is seriously injured. In the closing scenes, Daniel, grate-
ful for the help he has received from Costa (Luis Tosar), the Spanish
executive producer of the film, to save his daughter, presents him
with a small container of Bolivian water as a gift. The water war in
Cochabamba will reappear in the documentary film Rios de hombres
(Rivers of Men, directed by Tin Dirdamal, Mexico, Bolivia, 2011),
where we hear about the international corporation’s attempt to pri-
vatize even rainwater, about a mother who lost her son, and a gen-
eral who was ordered to attack his own city, among other protag-
onists of the confrontation. The tragic problem with water access
in Bolivia is also addressed in the interactive journalistic ‘webdoc’
Bolivia’s Everyday Water War (2016), financed by the Bill and Melinda
Gates Foundation, which combines data journalism with documen-
tary storytelling.

Likewise, at the intersection of neoliberal extractivism, environ-
mental justice and Indigenous worldviews, in the ecocritical docu-
mentary film Water for Life, directed by Will Parrinello, we find three
persons from Latin America who risk or lose their life to protect the
rivers of their communities despite death threats and the killing of
people close to them. In the end, after years of terror and abuse but
also determination and strategy, their small but significant victories
give us a message of hope in humankind and the power of non-vio-
lent struggle. Films like Water for Life can serve as inspiration for
communities facing similar environmental threats from governments
and/or corporations.

In the volume Hydrohumanities. Water Discourse and Environmental
Futures (De Wolff, Faletti, Lopez-Calvo 2021), which I coedited with
Kim De Wolff and Rina Faletti, we encourage humanities scholars to
take a leadership role in the urgent discussions about an anthropo-
genic climate change crisis that is threatening the very survival of
human beings in this planet. More specifically, we claim that human-
ities scholars’ interdisciplinary, cultural approaches to water sustain-
ability, drought, flood, and other extreme water-related events are a
valuable complement to the sciences and other nonhumanities disci-
plines and can lead their findings. The volume, which tries to bridge
ocean-centered scholarship (“the oceanic turn” or “critical ocean
studies”) and research focused on rivers, works around three differ-
ent themes: the agency of water (“how water, under its own power,
is harnessed by and ultimately confounds human desire and control”
(De Wolff, Faletti 2021, 10)); fluid identities (connections between wa-
ter and urban or national imagined communities); and cultural cur-
rencies (challenges to the technical and economic logics dominating
public water conversations). Hydrohumanities emphasizes relation-
ships between water and power, not only focusing on human pow-
er over water but also on “how water is itself powerful, not merely a
substance to be fought over” (De Wolff, Faletti 2021, 6). It also calls
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for an activist move into praxis, emphasizing what the hydrohuman-
ities can do to change the world:

Theoretical interventions must be carried into practices. Though
concerned with alternative conceptualizations, we build on field-
defining efforts to practice environmental humanities by address-
ing water problems in the world. (De Wolff, Faletti 2021, 8-9)

By exposing environmental injustice and suggesting ways to solve
these problems, the hydrohumanities have the potential to contrib-
ute significantly to policymaking in relation to water. For example,
addressing environmental injustice in Yucatan and, particularly, how
groundwater contaminated by carcinogenic, agricultural pesticides
is affecting local Mayan women'’s health (through cancer and toxic
substances in mothers’ milk and blood), Angel Polanco Rodriguez
and Kata Beilin argue:

[TThe passage of toxins between bodies of water, soil, and human
flesh, and the resulting illnesses and struggle for health are deep-
ly significant processes in which culture becomes transformed by
an economy in which gain is more important than health and well-
being. (2019, 183)

Later, they add:

On June 5, 2018, while everybody’s attention was taken by the
World Cup, the Mexican government signed ten decrees that elim-
inated protection of three hundred water basins containing 55
percent of the available water in the country. From now on, there
will be no legal obstacles for concessions to corporations needing
water for their industrial ventures such as fracking, mining, soft
drink and beer production, and others. (2019, 185)

This type of research lays bare the increasingly inseparable relation-
ship between water and power in Latin America (e.g., the takeover
of communal water by international corporations, often in collusion
with governmental authority). It also shows the potential connec-
tion between hydrohumanities research and praxis, and between
water-related concepts or ideas in the humanities and tangible ac-
tions focused on water access and environmental justice in general.
If hydrohumanities research can truly contribute to rethinking the
water economies that continue to destroy the environment in Latin
America and to harm the livelihoods of disadvantaged groups, often
Indigenous communities, then not only will societies and govern-
ments learn to appreciate the social value of the humanities but, more
importantly, we may be saving lives, both human and nonhuman.
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This is the way in which we can, from the hydrohumanities, connect
thoughts (reconceptualizing water as well as water-human relation-
ships) to actions (fixing environmental problems, saving the planet
and ourselves), thus turning some of our research into tools for resis-
tance against environmental injustice and health hazards.

Crucial discussions about water and other environmental uncer-
tainties in Latin America have been taking place for decades in the
humanities, which also have the potential to lead scholarly research
from other disciplines. The hydrohumanities - the term ‘blue human-
ities’ is almost always specific to the study of oceans - turn our disci-
plines toward human interaction with oceanic, fluvial, and lacustrine
bodies of water throughout history as a significant subfield of inter-
disciplinary inquiry. Taking aquatic imaginaries - both material and
metaphoric - as an analytical framework, hydrocriticism (to use Laura
Winkiel’s term) explores the entanglement between the anthropoge-
netic climate crises, sociopolitical instability, and power relations
inequalities in their relation to water (Winkiel 2019). These include
the tense relationship between water, extractivism, and indigeneity
in Latin America. Indeed, Indigenous perspectives, worldviews, and
knowledge production on water and the natural world, which often
adopt a decolonial outlook on imperialism and modernity, are finally
being reconsidered, as they offer cultural meanings of water as some-
thing other than a commodity. Regarding water, for example, Polanco
Rodriguez and Beilin, referencing Patricia Macias, explain:

For Yucatec Mayas, water is changing and alive, and human con-
sciousness needs to be attuned to water. In Mayan culture, humans
communicate with water and recognize that water responds emo-
tionally. (Polanco Rodriguez, Beilin 2019, 173)

Along these lines, in the chapter I cowrote for Hydrohumanities
(Lopez-Calvo, Lopez Chavolla 2021), we analyze, from the theoretical
perspective of new materialism, the Peruvian José Maria Arguedas’s
novel Los rios profundos (Deep Rivers, 1958) and the Colombian Philip
Potdevin’s novel Palabrero (2016). Potdevin re-creates the shocking
real-life rise in suicide rates among the Indigenous Waydiu communi-
ty in the Guajira Peninsula of Colombia, after an international mining
company contaminated their water and air, dried up the Rancheria
River (Rainkeriia in Wayuunaiki language), and turned part of their
ancestral territory into a wasteland, thus continuing the historical
violence against Indigenous groups since colonial times. Ultimately,
the destruction of the local land and aquatic sources becomes insep-
arable from the historical exploitation of Indigenous people: rivers
embody Indigenous suffering and are witnesses to it. Besides the life-
and-death significance of water for the Waytu, we explore the differ-
ential relationships with water and the natural world presented in
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Indigenous worldviews. In Arguedas’s novel, water’s agency materi-
alizes in the symbolic, cultural, magical, and salvational significance
of mountain rivers for Peruvian Quechua communities.

For the hydrohumanities, therefore, the trope and cultural meta-
phor of water becomes the analytical point of departure for the study
of cultural production, as well as of sociopolitical and economic events
in Latin America. Within the framework of a renewed sensibility to-
ward spatiality, the concepts of space and place, and the connections
between geography and history, the imaging of waterscapes in Latin
American studies - engaging oceans, rivers, lakes, or wetlands as the
axis of the analytical framework - has been gaining increased inter-
est over the last three decades. In my own field of literary and cul-
tural studies, hydrocriticism often addresses environmental injustice
and hydraulic practices in connection with race, ethnicity, class, and
gender. Echoing decolonial and postcolonial discourses, it critiques
the ecocides brought about by Western modernity. The hydrohuman-
ities encourage us to reconsider the relationship between human be-
ings and the environment: water, and nature in general, should not be
understood in terms of consumption. In this sense, following posthu-
manist and new materialist theories that acknowledge the agency of
objects, the hydrohumanities recognize the agency of water. Human
beings are decentered and presented as another element of the natu-
ral world. Interdependence is the key concept: we are one of the spe-
cies in an ecosystem (Earth) and, since we are interconnected to the
other living systems on the planet, we are harming ourselves by dam-
aging them. As a blunt example, there is what Stacy Alaimo (2010)
refers to as a trans-corporeal relationship between humans and the
more-than-human: the toxicity that may affect fish in rivers and the
ocean will also harm the human beings who eat them.

Water is no longer conceived of as an economic resource or a set-
ting for human interaction; it is, instead, entwined with culture. It is
understood that humans are all connected to water and other nat-
ural elements, which have agency and a right to share Earth with
us. Thinking ‘with’ instead of only ‘about’ water (Blackmore, Gomez
2020), water is no longer seen as just a mere commodity to be con-
tained, managed, and sold. Instead, it may, for example, be interpret-
ed as embodying different levels of hegemonic power or resistance,
as evoking collective shared memories, or even as representing the
survival of an ethnic group under siege by predatory extractive cor-
porations (the case of the Waytu in Potdevin’s Palabrero).

As part of the environmental humanities, the hydrohumanities
share the same ethical commitment, adopting social politics, envi-
ronmental justice, and even activism, and conceiving of bodies of wa-
ter as signifiers of power, resistance, historical memory, and identity.
With all their associated symbolic meanings, seascapes, riverbeds,
lakes, and wetlands thus become valuable hermeneutic and epistemic
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tools to interpret national and identitarian discourses, anti-hege-
monic writing, or to critique some of the flaws of Western moderni-
ty. Within the agenda of water sustainability, the hydrohumanities
also study the scarcity or absence of water in certain regions. Two
decades ago, for example, Mark D. Anderson examined the socio-
political ramifications of the cultural construction of risk through
drought narratives in Northeastern Brazil in his Disaster Writing.
The Cultural Politics of Catastrophe in Latin America (2001), a com-
parative study of the cultural production elicited by natural disasters
in Latin America. As he explains, until the 1930s, literary tropes and
symbolic abstractions were often a substitute for the use of statistics
and scientific measurements in risk assessment. Anderson’s chap-
ter analyzes a long list of Brazilian drought narratives, proving that
the Brazilian negative view of the Northeastern drought as a disas-
ter was consistently mediated by cultural production, which, in turn,
influenced perceptions of cultural citizenship and politics: Euclides
da Cunha’s classic Os sertées (Rebellion in the Backlands, 1902), for
instance, depicts the drought-stricken environment as the source
of the creation of a rebellious race that cannot adapt to democracy.

The same issue of drought in Northeastern Brazil has been recent-
ly revisited in Javier Uriarte’s The Desertmakers. Travel, War, and the
State in Latin America (2020). Exploring, among other texts, Euclides
da Cunha’s 1901 essay “Fazedores de desertos” (“Desert Makers”),
later partly incorporated into Os sertdes, Uriarte analyzes the con-
nection that the Brazilian author makes between drought and war
(the Canudos war, in particular): drought produces starvation and
hopelessness, which, in turn, lead to rebellion and war. In this way,
this type of hydrocritical research invites us to rethink the relation-
ship between the more-than-human and the human worlds, between
the environmental and sociopolitical, which so often go hand in hand.

Beyond oceans, rivers, and lakes, chapter four in Axel Pérez Trujillo’s
Imagining the Plains in Latin America. An Ecocritical Study (2021) offers
ecocritical analyses of canonical texts by Francisco Aquino Corréa,
Guimaraes Rosa, and Manoel de Barros about the Pantanal wetlands
in the southern Brazilian state of Mato Grosso do Sul (the other chap-
ters focus on literature about the Pampas, Altiplanos, and Llanos).
Another example of exciting hydrohumanities work is Elizabeth M.
Pettinaroli and Ana Maria Mutis’s coedited issue of Hispanic Issues On
Line, “Troubled Waters. Rivers in Latin American Imagination”, which
focuses on knowledge production related to rivers in Latin American
literature, from utopian to dystopian outlooks:

[Olrdeals of human survival, contested symbols of identity, and
complexity that beggars the power of human narrative: emblems
of blighted hopes, arteries of future prosperity, and determinants
of human culture. (Pettinaroli, Mutis 2013, 14)
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The different essays examine how writers have found in the repre-
sentation of flowing waters a locus of contestation of the foundations
of Latin American imaginaries, including the established symbolic
value ascribed to national landscapes: connection vs. boundary; life
vs. paths to death; identity vs. transformation; continuity vs. change
(Pettinaroli, Mutis 2013).

Because water is so often conceived as a source of life, it should be
no surprise that it is often a central element in art. Lisa Blackmore
and Liliana Gémez edited the essay collection Liquid Ecologies in
Latin American and Caribbean Art (2020), which considers the place
of water, flow, liquidity, and fluidity as tropes, metaphors, and materi-
al signifiers beyond the mere concept of resource. In their own words,

Liquid Ecologies in the Arts confronts, from the remit of Latin
America and the Caribbean, the challenges posed by cultural stud-
ies scholars in recent years that involve defamiliarizing water and
moving beyond paradigms that objectify or romanticize it as a re-
source. The ask is not to think about water but with it. Our depar-
ture point for positing liquid ecologies as a new critical, theoret-
ical and analytical framework for cultural production was that
water is never simply water. (Blackmore, Gémez 2020, 2)

Avoiding presentism, the hydrohumanities and hydrocriticism also
study the misguided environmental understandings, water econo-
mies, and ideologies of the past that have progressively led to the
current hydraulic challenges of the Anthropocene. The hope is that
this academic research may guide us to a more conscientious hu-
man interaction with water and the rest of the natural world, as well
as to more just and sustainable aquatic futures. Socioecological jus-
tice, the environmental humanities, and the hydrohumanities (hydr-
ocriticism) are fundamental in a region like Latin America, where
economies continue to be fundamentally based on natural resource
extraction. Altogether, beyond market theologies, the hydrohuman-
ities seek to incorporate humanities scholars’ research into the aca-
demic struggle for sustainability regarding water in Latin America,
which other disciplinary fields had traditionally led. As the epigraph
that opened this essay suggests, it has become increasingly clear that
economists and scientists cannot solve these water problems alone.

As to the relationship between the hydrohumanities and literary
criticism, literary texts reflect the material idea of water in many dif-
ferent ways. From the perspective of ecocritical, sustainability and
new materialism theories, for example, one can study the significance
of water for Wayuu indigenous communities in the Guajira Peninsula
of Colombia, as represented in the Colombian Philip Potdevin’s novel
Palabrero. This novel portrays how, since international mining compa-
nies began to steal water resources from the Wayuu ancestral lands,
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suicide rates grew exponentially among the members of this indig-
enous group. Potdevin’s Palabrero suggests that rivers and, by ex-
tension, the natural world are more than inorganic objects for their
indigenous or culturally indigenous characters. Albeit written by a
non-indigenous writer, Potdevin tries to incorporate an indigenous
perspective of nature that provides agency (or at least symbolic agen-
cy) to rivers as dynamic living beings. In his text, rivers talk to the
protagonists, calm them down, remind them of the deep native roots
of national culture, or hold the key to the survival of indigenous com-
munities. Whether guided by cultural or existential survival, indige-
nous characters also conceive of rivers in Colombia as a central part
of their cultural and national identity. This same theoretical perspec-
tive of new materialism regarding the agency of objects can also be
used to interpret the symbolic, cultural, magical, and salvational sig-
nificance of water (of montane rivers in particular) for Quechua com-
munities in Peru, as re-created in the Peruvian José Maria Arguedas'’s
(1911-1969) novel Los rios profundos (Deep Rivers, 1958). Arguedas
chose to center the novel’s title on rivers, those deep rivers at the top
of the Andean Mountains that preserve the deepest roots of native
Peruvian culture. Tellingly, his first short-story collection was titled
Agua (Water, 1935). Following native cosmogony, for Ernesto, his pro-
tagonist, the Apurimac River, the swelling of the Pachachaca and oth-
er montane rivers, breaching their banks, represent and announce the
final awakening and liberation of indigenous people. Eventually, the
fact that the agency of deep montane rivers purifies the protagonist’s
hurting soul reminds us of the native roots of Peru and announces,
when flooding, the upcoming emancipation of the Quechua in the novel.

All in all, the way in which the hydrohumanities and hydrocriti-
cism as socioenvironmental approaches in Latin American Studies
can move from the realm of thought to that of praxis is revealed by
Gus Speth, founder of World Resources Institute and cofounder of
Natural Resources Defense Council, when he stated:

I used to think the top environmental problems were biodiversi-
ty loss, ecosystem collapse, and climate change. But I was wrong.
The top environmental problems are selfishness, greed, and ap-
athy [...] to deal with those issues we need a spiritual and cultur-
al transformation - and we scientists do not know how to do that.
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