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Introduction
For more than a century, there has been little discussion of the Argentinean 
genocide perpetrated against indigenous peoples.  As a result, presently a 
majority of Argentines perceive their identity and society as the outcome 
of a “European melting pot” process, not the result of genocide.  In this 
view, sixteenth century European colonization of a territory imagined as 
a “desert” and the expansion of the nation-state by the late 19th Century 
are the historical processes that account for this melting pot.

This article deals with the events and effects of the last period 
of territorial annexation and subjugation of the indigenous peoples 
perpetrated by the Argentinean national armed forces between 1876 and 
1917, focusing on the state’s genocidal policies and the support from civil 
society.  Paradoxically, these actions as a whole have been named in the 
hegemonic national history of Argentina’s “Campaigns to the Desert.”1  
This formulation and the national narratives it names minimize or deny 
completely the existence of indigenous peoples in the areas annexed.  
The aim of this paper is to examine the construction and effects of the 
genocide of the indigenous population as an event excluded from the 
national narrative and literally “unthinkable” by average Argentines.
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In the present, different groups – such as indigenous peoples’ 
organizations, academic researchers, and alternative media – have 
started to make visible this genocidal process that is constitutive of 
the Argentinean nation state.  The exposure of the facts of history has 
generated a growing debate on the historical processes.  In this context, 
a series of specific but related processes of violence and conquest can 
be identified and described.  We term these “genocide-prints,” through 
which we will consider not only the genocide but also the current debates 
on reparations to indigenous peoples.

Genocide-Prints
A paradox has become a structural tension in the construction of social 
imaginaries over the last years in Argentina.  In effect, the metaphor of 
the “Conquest of the Desert,” which for more than a century has been 
part of the “invisibilization” dispositif2 that has operated over indigenous 
peoples, has coexisted for the last few decades (since the return of 
democracy in 1983) with a growing “visibilization” of the society’s 
multiculturalism.  The strong activism of indigenous organizations and 
communities has managed to push onto the human rights agenda the 
situation of the large indigenous sectors of society that have long been 
outside the field of visibility.  Thus, the presence of numerous different 
indigenous communities, organizations, and families in Argentina has 
started to become visible.

This paradox becomes a conflict when the excluded topic of 
indigenous presence begins to be voiced to challenge the historical 
silence on the issue.  What is more, it is not only what is being said, 
but also who is speaking in opposition to certain long term naturalized 
historical assertions that claim public attention.

Consequently, the terms genocide,3 ethnocide,4 and “excesses”5 
of the state are part of the debate when the previously “unthinkable”6 
becomes a possible narrative.  The resulting public “debate on history” 
is a consequence of existing conflicts within Argentinean society that 
are rooted in the implementation of state policies through its process of 
consolidation as a modern nation-state territory, a process in which the 
genocide of indigenous peoples was central.  The next section describes 
the different conflicts involved.
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Conflicts Over Territory
In recent years, indigenous communities have made a number of 
demands for the return of territory as a repair for the previous genocidal 
policies of the Argentinean state and society.  According to some media 
descriptions, attempts to reclaim land taken through genocide are 
presented as “occupations of land” by some groups “self-defined as 
indigenous.”  On the one hand, this interpretation acknowledges that the 
“indigenous survivors of the conquest” (considered an exceptional and 
minimal group) are the product of a political process that reduced their 
numbers and that land was central to that process.  While their status as 
historical remnants might be acknowledged, however, this formulation 
denies their contemporary sociopolitical legitimacy, especially to pursue 
land claims.  What is more, the media tend to attribute dangerousness to 
the indigenous population through the stereotype of “indio malonero,”7 
which has been exploited since the 19th Century to depict those Indians 
who lived in the “desert” before the state’s conquest.  As in the 19th Century, 
this term undercuts the justified presence and demands of indigenous 
people by misrepresenting them as a threat to private property.  Indeed, 
for the target audience of such language in Argentina, the term makes 
indigenous people an incarnation of the threat to private property.

Over the last three decades, there have been a number of legislative 
changes so that national and provincial laws now recognize the pre-
existence and rights of indigenous peoples.8 These changes were driven 
by indigenous agency in a context of change regarding the relations 
between the Argentinean state and civil society as well as changes in 
international focus on indigenous issues have not only brought the issue 
into focus but have transformed historical demands for territory into 
legal demands.  This has been and still is read as a “multiplication” of 
cases.  This last point of view asserts that the possibility generated by 
new legal developments has encouraged an indigenous identity rising 
with an instrumentalist interest to achieve something that they do not 
deserve, namely land. 

The conflicts over territory encompass a series of problems.  To begin 
with, they reveal the mechanisms of territorialization through which the 
indigenous population has been subjugated.9  In fact, the geographical 
spaces inhabited nowadays by different indigenous groups do not 
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coincide with the ones historically inhabited.  What they represent 
is the outcome of consecutive concentrations, deportations, and 
fragmentations during the military campaigns and in their aftermath.  
Thus, the current indigenous demands are generally discredited because 
they cannot prove their ancestral occupation – judged through the 
Western criteria of lodging – of the lands they inhabit presently.  After the 
massive deportations into the late nineteenth century, the communities 
that managed to access some land – in general far from their ancestral 
lands – were nonetheless subject to continuous expropriations 
throughout the 20th Century at the hands of local, regional, and national 
power factions.  This has been possible and implemented through a 
complex network of power that has connected landowners, business 
interests, and the state bureaucracy (the police, judiciary, political 
authorities) who have alternately and arbitrarily revealed and concealed 
the indigenous inhabitants of public lands.

There is also a second issue:  for more than a century the demands of 
the communities and indigenous people in general have not reached the 
legal system.  Moreover, in the few cases in which it has intervened, the 
outcome has favored the expropriation of indigenous lands,10  Presently, 
most of the conflicts are mediated by the juridical system.  In every 
case there is documentation of judicial constraint or violence by former 
authorities or legal procedures.  There are forged and coerced signatures, 
contradictions within the testimony of police agents, and compulsory 
transferring of rights over lands and goods, all clearly systematic 
violations of the rights of “indigenous citizens.”

Thirdly, the reaction to the current demands has been to delegitimize 
the sociopolitical organizations of the indigenous peoples.  On the one 
hand, it is assumed that they have disappeared with the “Conquest of 
the Desert” and that current demands are motivated by newly and 
therefore “illegitimate” and “non-traditional” forms of organization.  
This is often construed as “the presence of dark foreign interests over 
the land” operating behind the indigenous demands.  These conspiracy 
theories, on the other hand, show that the state has actually developed 
policies aimed at the disappearance of the indigenous sociopolitical 
organizations.  Some of these policies seek to alter group and family 
structures through the distribution of children or the division of age 
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and sex groups, for example.  These readings systematically deny the 
ways in which indigenous agency has constructed their own forms of 
organization and representation, while at the same time normalizing 
the state’s desired forms of indigenous organization as, for example, 
when indigenous people are forced to work at sugar factories to fill labor 
needs.  In that context, the state instituted official criteria for “tribe” and 
the role of the “chiefs” are imposed.  The national and provincial states 
determine whether an indigenous community is legitimate. There are 
official records of the communities that have legal status as such after 
undergoing an administrative process designed by the state.

Fourthly, the demands for territory provoke once again the stereotype 
of the “indio malonero,” which is exploited to advance the interests of 
the landowners affected by these demands.  This stereotype attributes 
an innate violence to the indigenous people.  During the 19th Century, 
“Indians” were stereotyped as a threat to private property and to the 
lives of the creoles, not only for their “ancestral defect” as indigenous 
persons but also as foreigners invading from elsewhere.  Since the 19th 
Century the idea that the original indigenous peoples of the Pampa 
had been replaced by those arriving from Chile has been predominant.  
From then on, the idea that “Indians are planning a raid” has been 
explicit in the press and official discourse every time that the collective 
demands of indigenous peoples were violently suppressed by the state, 
as in Napalpí (Chaco 1924)11 and La Bomba (Formosa 1947).12  Nowadays, 
dangerousness is attributed to those who “seize” lands, allegedly related 
to the Basque ETA and the Colombian FARC, due to the ways in which 
they think and construct “violent actions” and for their presumed bonds 
to foreign interests.13

Finally, it is important to focus on the mechanisms and voices 
assumed as legitimate or that legitimize everything that is circumscribed 
as the “indigenous issue.”  What the current conflicts bring to light is that 
the arena is crossed not only by demands for land but also by the way in 
which the conflict is defined – whether it is occupation, recuperation, 
restitution, or reparation – and by who is entitled to define it.  This 
represents a power-dispute over the meaning of every “conflict for land” 
or struggle for “territory.”  Within this dispute, not only do well-known 
stereotypes resurface but also voices considered authoritative.  In this 
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way, certain landowners appeal to the “scientific” legitimacy of some 
hegemonic ethnologies and history that have over the 20th Century 
supported and reproduced as academic discourse the premises that 
allege foreignness to certain indigenous peoples (especially the Mapuche 
People).  These premises, in fact, derive from the political discourses of 
the late 19th Century and are distilled into the stereotype of the “indio 
malonero.”14  The national and provincial media appeal to these “expert 
voices” in order to question the origins, and thus the legitimacy, of the 
activists and to present them as coming from somewhere else (another 
country or province). They claim that the organizations are not a product 
or representative of traditional communities and represent them as a 
threat to private property, as in the 19th Century.

Conflicts Over the Representation of History
In recent times, it has become public and relatively widespread in certain 
sectors of Argentina, especially in urban areas and the middle class, to 
debate the responsibility of former President and General Julio A. Roca 
(1843-1914) for the genocide and the social and material subjugation 
of indigenous peoples in Argentina.  There is a related debate around 
commemorative monuments of Roca and the use of his name to label 
public places around the country.

One of the most important activists is the well known historian, 
journalist, and writer Osvaldo Bayer, who is author of a regional law 
analysis written some years ago.  Bayer has been leading the effort to 
“demonumentalize Roca.”  This proposal aims to become a political 
trigger for an ideological change to ethically re-evaluate history and 
construct a fairer society.  In opposition are various social sectors – 
generally related to conservative intellectual institutions and enterprises 
– who fear that revision of the nation-state constitution might destabilize 
not only national institutions but also Argentinean “national identity” 
and “morality.”

The historiographic debate between those who favor the 
“demonumentalization of Roca” and those who oppose it has two 
aspects, one centered on Julio A. Roca as a person and the other on 
what he symbolizes in the monuments that society has fetishized.15  In 
this context, we consider it indispensible to problematize the limits 
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and potentialities of this debate.  Beyond its particular results in the 
short term, how would it affect the Argentinean understanding of the 
relationship between the national collective memory and the sanction 
and prevention of genocide?

Roca’s most famous monument is sited in Argentina’s capital, Buenos 
Aires.  It consists of a sculpture of three pieces on a huge pedestal built 
by the Uruguayan sculptor José Zorrilla de San Martín, one of the most 
important South American artists.  The law ordering its construction was 
passed in 1935.  In 1941 the state expropriated a tract of land in the heart 
of the city for its placement16 and a commission for the General Roca 
monument was created.  In few years, many other cities in Argentina 
built monuments based on the same inspiration.  The construction of 
monuments and other means of honoring former President Roca go 
beyond even biographical exaggerations of his character, to transform him 
into a hegemonic representation in a particular sociopolitical context.  
Paying tribute to Roca, the national and provincial governments sought 
to establish and reproduce – based on the pedagogy of monuments, a 
highly valuated characteristic of conservative tendencies – the recovery 
of a key figure of the liberalism of the 19th Century. This was a project 
of the conservative and military nationalism in the first decades of the 
20th Century.  This nationalist approach turned the “Conquest of the 
Desert” into an epic event that was isolated from its particular interests 
and presented as an enterprise of the Argentinean state and society 
as a whole, which could even be compared to the struggle for national 
independence.

The dispute over interpretations of the historical past and the 
selective operations of memory are located at the center of the hegemonic 
struggle for Argentina today.17  Though we can analyze the meaning of the 
monuments in the social context in which they are built,18 it is important 
to point out that their presence in Argentinean cities transcends the place 
and time of their actual context.  They create a context and consolidate 
elements and ideological resources that persist in citizens’ imagination, 
regardless of the different interpretations they elicit.  Nonetheless, it 
should be remarked that under certain circumstances, the tensions 
among the different senses provoked by the monuments and the current 
discourses trigger the rise of movements that react against them.
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In this particular case, these social movements call themselves 
counter-hegemonic, and cover a broad spectrum.  They range from 
those groups that limit themselves to proposing the removal of one or 
several monuments or Roca’s name from public spaces or his picture 
from common objects such as the 100 peso bill,19 to those who combine 
these actions with deep critiques of official history.  The latter relate the 
indigenous genocide to the experience of Argentina’s last dictatorship 
and current processes of social exclusion and economic and/or political 
violence. Generally, these groups have already gone through processes of 
internal debate and have assumed a definite position about the genocidal 
nature of contested facts and individuals – the “campaign to the desert” 
and Roca.  Many members of these groups are also involved in other 
initiatives and social movements that have in common the counter-
hegemonic trend.  They also join non-governmental organizations, 
intellectual sectors, professional groups – especially teachers, 
communications workers, and state workers – and activist organizations 
linked to indigenous peoples and new “peasant” movements.

These counter-hegemonic movements manifest beyond their 
explicit targets, in the effect that they produce on much broader sectors 
of citizenship than those who engage in the “anti-monument” campaign.  
Initiatives for removal of monuments and the removal from streets, towns, 
places, schools, bills, etc., of the names of people associated with military 
campaigns against indigenous peoples are discussed in mass media.  The 
movements provoke passionate discussions among the supporters of 
the most traditional nationalist iconography and those who propose a 
transformation to a “new social face” for the national community.

So far no monument of Roca has been removed from its place, 
notwithstanding the existence of several projects submitted to the 
Legislative Chambers in different provinces.  The  best-known project is 
the one signed by Osvaldo Bayer, presented in 2004 to the Buenos Aires 
Municipal Legislature, which proposes to remove the Boca monument 
located a few meters from the headquarters of the legislature and replace 
it with another that represents the “women who populated these lands, . 
. . Aboriginal women . . . and Immigrant women.”20        

From 2004 until today, however, public demonstrations in favor of the 
removal of dozens of monuments to Roca, have multiplied in different 
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cities of the country.  There have also been spontaneous interventions 
expressing dissatisfaction with what is considered monumentalization of 
certain political ideology and subverting the historical narrative that the 
monuments convey.  These interventions sometimes consist of red spots, 
resembling blood, applied to the monuments as well as graffiti challenging 
what the monuments convey or presenting libertarian expressions, etc.  
These sometimes appear at random times, by anonymous hands, or 
more commonly during the marches on key dates ( for example, October 
12th).  In some cases stickers or paint are used to place alternative names 
on public signage.  Changing Roca Avenue in Buenos Aires, for instance, 
to the name “Native Peoples Avenue” has achieved a kind of consensus 
in these interventions.  In Buenos Aires these graphic interventions, 
spontaneous and more or less clandestine, are periodically cleaned away 
by the local government.  

Leaflets and posters through which some of the intervening groups 
express slogans and provide detailed information on the history debate 
are often put on the fence surrounding the Buenos Aires Roca monument.  
These posters are often quickly ruined by exposure to bad weather or are 
torn, so this is an ephemeral form of intervention.  In a similar manner, 
for a number of years Osvaldo Bayer made statements every other 
Thursday after the traditional demonstration of the Mothers of Plaza de 
Mayo, some 300 meters from the monument, to explain to citizens the 
meaning of the demonumentalization proposal.

In Bariloche, a town in Patagonia, the target of the protest is the 
“Monument to Roca” located in the town’s main square, close to the coast 
of Lake Nahuel Huapi and the headquarters of the Patagonian museum 
“Perito Moreno.”  This equestrian sculpture, much more austere than the 
one in Buenos Aires, is also more targeted, partly because of its physical 
structure, which allows the protesters to climb on it.  “Marichi Wew” (“Ten 
times we shall beat,” a well-known slogan in Mapuzugun language) and 
“We are still alive” are some of the statements applied to the monument 
to construct an  implicit dialogue with the genocidal general.  Unlike 
interventions in Buenos Aires, which offer an anti-genocidal challenge 
on a more abstract level, in Bariloche the graffiti recalls the persistence of 
the victims, who are still alive in spite of all and demonstrate actively and 
defiantly the truth held in their collective memory.  For several years, this 
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Patagonian city has held a popular demonstration called kultrunazo.  Once 
a year, and without notice, urban Mapuche organizations accompanied by 
supporting groups from across the social spectrum march to the town’s 
main square and cover the sculpture of General Roca with a large hand-
crafted panel, which resembles the traditional kultrun.21

This intervention, like those discussed above, seem also to be 
ephemeral since this structure is not meant to last.  To assemble the 
kultrun’s sculpture requires a high level of organization and coordination, 
as the kultrun must be constructed just before the march to avoid being 
destroyed.  This is possible thanks to the leadership of organizations.  
This leadership role is also evident in the graffiti painting that takes 
place during the operation, in which there are slogans against Roca 
and its metonymic extensions – “Conquest of the Desert,” the armed 
forces, genocide, dictatorship, oligarchy, racism, fascism, Nazism – 
but there are also other slogans and symbols that are intelligible only 
to the youth sectors belonging to different trends within the Mapuche 
urban movement.22  Eventually, the destruction of the scenery must not 
be interpreted as a failure of the movement, since, thanks to the high 
integration of the Mapuche in the new information and communication 
technologies, photographs and videos of the monument covered by the 
kultrun and the mass march, along with the cultural expressions that 
they give rise to, travel throughout the world in a few hours.

These various kinds of interventions are related to many efforts 
around the country concentrated on renaming sites of remembrance.  
Consequently, a large proportion of political mobilization regarding 
the historical debate aims to eliminate the name of “Roca” from streets, 
squares, cities, and schools.  The symbolism of the act of re-naming is 
not a minor one, because these names exceed the simple function of 
memorialization, to canonize, limit, and standardize a common national 
historical narrative.23

An early case was in El Huecú, a town in the Province of Neuquen, 
where in early 2005 the Deliberative Council changed the name of Roca 
Avenue and renamed it for Lonko Mañke Cayucal, a native leader from 
the area.  A recent case is the proposal submitted to the Legislature of 
Santa Fe Province, which calls for renaming Provincial School Number 
869, currently “Julio A. Roca,” for its first headmaster Lionilda Avila.24
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Perhaps the most significant of the initiatives is the one that proposes 
renaming an entire city.  The current name of the city in the Patagonian 
Province of Río Negro is “General Roca.”  The proposal is to return to the 
original place name, Fiske Menuko.   Little by little since 2001 various 
social groups in the city have been abandoning the imposed name and 
incorporating the Mapuche name into daily life, de facto renaming the city.

The political growth and re-education that the debate on Bayer`s 
draft has produced faces, however, some difficulties that are important 
to note.  On the one hand, the protest concentrates almost exclusively 
on Julio A. Roca as an individual,25 thus obscuring the complexity of a 
historical process that obviously exceeds Roca’s activities.  Through 
the involvement of other players in the army and political realm whose 
complicity was denounced in their own era by Senator Aristobulo del 
Valle,26 the structural racism that drove genocide does not come into view.  
In this sense, the success of Bayer’s legislative proposal to remove the 
monument of Roca would not really transform the nature of citizenship 
in Argentina if this removal were taken to be the ultimate solution to the 
problem in a way that prevents thorough exposure and public discussion 
of the general issue of genocide against indigenous Argentines.

Moreover, the proposal to remove monuments bypasses many 
chances for spontaneous activity, ideologically more congenial to the 
values of egalitarianism, pluralism, and multiculturalism, promoted 
by groups who support these processes, than the erection of new 
monuments in the place of Roca´s.

 
Conflicts Over the Representation of “Argentine Genotype”
The draft submitted by Osvaldo Bayer to the Legislature of Buenos Aires 
proposes to remove the Roca monument from its current location and to 
send it, along with all the other monuments that are eventually removed 
by similar initiatives across the country, to “Roca’s descendants´ cattle 
ranches,” and to erect new monuments in the vacated site. The subject 
of these would be decided by an appeal to the public. In addition, Roca 
Avenue would be renamed Pueblos Originarios Avenue.27  Thus, the 
draft’s author anticipates possible criticism that could arise from the 
destruction of the Roca monument, such as viewing it as “barbaric” or as 
damage to the collective artistic heritage, which would reflect negatively 
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on those pursuing the change.  It also avoids the creation of an empty 
space that could catalyze the nostalgia for the “glorious past” of certain 
social sectors.

But more importantly, the relative consensus for 
“demonumentalizing” Roca faces a new challenge related to the very 
definition of “remonumentalization”:  what could physically and 
symbolically replace the current monument with some degree of 
effectiveness.  As already mentioned, Bayer´s original project aims at 
the construction of a double monument to indigenous women, who gave 
birth to “the native Creole” comprising up to 56 percent of Argentina’s 
current population,28 and to immigrant women, who suffered the 
endless sacrifices of arrival and adaptation to a new land.  Thus, the 
project aims to work against the myth of origin of modern Argentina, 
decentering the focus from the militarily-imposed racial blending 
through genocide and the exclusion of diversity, towards a maternal-
based racial hybridism, the metaphor for “good” social integration. 
This project has surpassed its initial limits and taken on the meaning of the 
general opposition to the simple-minded glamorization of, and apologia 
for, violence that is the official national history, to function as the epitome 
of protest against the violent formation of Argentinean society.  That the 
project has been adopted by a range of supporting groups suggests that it has 
generated debates leading to further consensus and historical recognition. 
One additional direction has been an improved understanding of the 
close relationship between political and military violence and gender 
violence.  This had been part of the nationalist narrative, figuring 
mainly as captive white women abused by indigenous “savages.”  Their 
redemption from the “savages” was a significant leitmotif celebrated in 
national literature — Esteban Echeverría, Felix Luna, etc. — and in the 
visual arts — Angel Della Valle.  The challenge to the national narrative 
that has been occurring includes the start of questioning the fate of 
indigenous women who were taken prisoner by the Argentinean army.  
Previous work has raised concerns about certain aspects of the lauding 
of mestizaje29 that underlies the project to replace the monument to 
General Roca by a monument to indigenous women as the origin of 
the “Argentine mestizo,” as articulated by some of the organizations 
supporting this project.30  Even when its explicit aim is to refute the 
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hegemonic ideology that grounds more than a century of privileging 
of the European element in Argentina, the deification of the 56 percent 
of Argentines of mixed origins is still problematic because it does not 
question the conditions under which this crossbreeding occurred.  The 
replacement project thus perpetuates the concealment of violence and 
gender politics that accompanied the Desert Campaign and gave rise to 
a significant proportion of these mixed births.

In many cases the same groups that support to Roca’s 
demonumentalization have expressed support for another public 
enterprise, led by another historian, Hugo Chumbita.  This initiative 
proposes that DNA testing should be made on the remains of José de San 
Martín, in order to show that the Padre de la Patria – and therefore of 
all Argentines, even those who are “descended from the boats”31 – was 
mestizo.  Leaflets and brochures produced to support this claim fall 
into a strong affirmation and exaltation of the mestizo origin of certain 
heroes such as San Martín, Perón, and Yrigoyen who are special objects 
of popular affection.  But these approaches maintain the notion of 
the alleged “shortage of white women” coming with Europeans that is 
claimed to have driven the process of miscegenation and thus cover-
up and even deny the reality of racial and gender violence that were its 
actual form and foundation.  What is more, notwithstanding the positive 
aspects of claims about mixed origins such as the case of San Martín, 
which opposes the racism and the shadiness of the official history, it is 
crucial to avoid uncritical glorification of miscegenation because it links 
biological traits with psychological characteristics, political ideology, 
and ethical inclinations.

The Constituent Genocide and 
Emerging Approaches to Reparation
Beyond these considerations of the demonumentalization movement 
and its challenge to the national narrative of Argentina, it is important to 
consider other ways of engaging the history of genocide that can produce 
deep social change aimed at dismantling the patriarchal ideology 
associated with the advocacy of violence32 that lies at the base not only 
of the “Conquest of the Desert” but also of the gender violence and 
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militaristic discourse that has left us the monuments in question.   Only 
in that way can the most important objective of the demonumentalizing 
Roca project – radical transformation of the thought structures that led 
to institutional violence – begin to be accomplished.  Specifically, what 
each of the conflicts mentioned above exposes is a profound need for 
change in the structures of meaning.  They demonstrate that even the 
factual grounds of the genocide are unknown to Argentinean society as 
a whole and show the tremendous difficulty of conceiving other national 
historical narratives in the face of the performative power possessed by 
hegemonic stereotypes and narratives.

The “invisibilization” of indigenous Argentines and their history is the 
result of a long process that began alongside the 19th Century military 
campaigns of occupation, during which developed a whole machinery 
of information control.  The narratives of invisibilization represented the 
late 19th Century as a period in which a “generation” of Argentines, led 
by President General Roca, consolidated and modernized the national 
state.  The relations with the “Indians,” including the “Campaigns to the 
Desert.” were defined by their official chronicler, Estanislao Zeballos, as a 
“crusade” for civilization.33  The metaphor of the desert would paradoxically 
contribute to an understanding of the events as a cruel and yet civilizing 
military campaign over a wild and scarcely inhabited territory. 34

In this way, the actual events that followed the military campaigns 
were rendered inconsistent with the hegemonic national narrative and 
thus literally unthinkable – especially those events at the core of the 
experience of indigenous peoples, the concentration camps, the massive 
deportations, and the transformation of the people into an enslaved 
work force.  The deportations included the dismembering of families – 
the separation of children from parents and the reclusion of the elderly 
– and the torture and death suffered during the long marches on foot 
across hundreds of kilometers of steppe.  The social memory of Mapuche-
Tehuelche communities in Patagonia preserves the recollections of 
these social experiences inherited from their grandparents’ days.  These 
memories include the places of imprisonment where many were killed or 
shipped off, never to return.

They told us how they tied them up, how they herded them, they 
herded the people.  The women who gave birth were left behind and they 

Diana Lenton, Walter Delrio, Pil ar Pérez ,  
Alexis Papazián, Mariano Nagy, and Marcelo Musante



77Argentina's Constituent Genocide

cut the children’s throats, they killed them.  They walked bare-footed, 
with dumb leather shoes, my grandmother used to say.  They took them 
to the place where everyone was killed, people from different places.  The 
ones that escaped came here.  May God keep us from seeing anything like 
that ever again.35

In the new social space that resulted from this process, new 
experiences awaited.  Some indigenous populations were annexed to 
the armed forces as auxiliary forces.  Others, as a collective – considered 
“tribes” – were used as elements of “territorial demarcation” and therefore 
were located in key areas as watch-guards or as auxiliary troops.36  Most 
of the indigenous people were deprived of their goods and deported 
from their areas in order to be used as domestic servants, police agents, 
or forced labor for state-supported industries – such as the sugar cane 
plantations in Tucuman and the wine plantations in Cuyo.  Thousands 
of indigenous prisoners coming from the national territories of Chubut, 
Río Negro, La Pampa, Neuquén, and the southern area of the province 
of Mendoza were, during the 1870s and 1880s, forcibly transferred to 
different areas of Argentina. 

Current current research projects have been reconstructing 
the itineraries and modalities of the concentration, deportation, 
distribution, and utilization of the indigenous population as an 
enslaved workforce.  Starting with Mases’ work on the deportations 
and distributions of the subjugated population, 37 a series of studies 
have been produced.  For instance, Nagy and Papazian have focused 
on the organization of these activities on Martín Garcia Island.38  This 
island operated as a prison where indigenous people were compelled to 
work, but also as a discipline center where people were distributed to 
the different facilities on the island including a regular prison, a school, 
a pest-house, quarries, an army post, a marine base, a church, and a 
hospital.  Lenton and Sosa have studied the fate of the people deported 
to Tucumán and their use as slave labor.39  Similarly, Escolar focuses 
on those who were sent to work in Mendoza in the wine industry.40  In 
all these studies the division of families, appropriation of children, and 
identity erasure have been central.       

There are other lines of investigation oriented towards the 
reconstruction of the organization and functioning of the concentration 
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camps in Pampa and Patagonia, the structures’ mobility in the new social 
space,41 the role of missionaries,42 and the activities of the armed forces 
during the campaigns and afterwards.  

As of the writing of this article, these projects and lines of research 
are still in progress.  Nonetheless, some general points of agreement 
are clear. To begin with, these studies in general focus on state policies 
towards the indigenous population and the need to expose processes 
that have been hidden or obscured by the hegemonic narratives that 
have constructed the “Campaign to the Desert” as an epitomic event in 
the process of the state’s consolidation.43  Second, with the definition 
of genocide codified in the UN Convention on the Prevention and 
Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, we agree on the applicability of the 
term “genocide” to the subjugation and incorporation of the indigenous 
peoples and the usefulness of this term as a conceptual instrument for 
research.  The utility of this legal term supports new insights into the 
relation between collective memory and archival records, at the same 
time as serious engagement of the archival record and collective memory 
of victim groups strongly supports the application of the term “genocide” 
to the relevant processes.

Even though the full damage done by these processes, inflicted on 
indigenous peoples, has yet to be assessed, there are some contemporary 
attempts at reparation for these harms.  First, as a consequence of the 
promulgation of Law 26160, the Argentinean national government 
has begun a territorial survey of the lands inhabited by indigenous 
communities with the aim of returning to their communities all their 
property.  This survey is being carried out by local technical teams with 
the participation of the indigenous communities and organizations.  
It represents an attempt to acknowledge indigenous people’s current 
reality and legitimacy in Argentina.  But there are serious problems 
with this initiative and indigenous participation is uneven.  One of 
the main problems is that the law only considers land that indigenous 
communities presently inhabit.  Therefore, ancestral territory that was 
taken from indigenous peoples and from which they were deported and 
that are now claimed by indigenous groups are excluded from the survey.  
Thus, this process of guaranteeing indigenous land rights does not work 
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as reparations for the genocidal process on ancestral lands, however it 
might help legitimize the current indigenous presence in Argentina.

Second, there is continual pressure to incorporate “intercultural 
education” in the education system – a system that varies greatly among 
the provinces of Argentina.  The national Ministry of Education, however, 
has remained noticeably (and notoriously) absent from this process, 
providing no guidance on what an “intercultural educational” practice 
means and how it should relate to the national education system.  At 
present, changes in this area have been limited to creation of after-
hours courses on indigenous language and culture, which include a few 
indigenous teachers, only in those areas that the government recognizes 
as indigenous.

Third, judicial cases brought by indigenous groups concerning 
genocidal practices perpetrated by the state have been denied by 
national tribunals.  In particular, the cases of “la Bomba” (1947) and 
“Napalpí” (1924) in the northern provinces of Formosa and Chaco that 
involve the massacres against the Pilagá and Toba peoples have been 
rejected based on the claim that the killings occurred under popular 
democratic regimes.

Finally, different museums have returned human remains to their 
original indigenous communities.  This has had a significant impact in 
Argentinean society.  In some cases the restitution of remains was followed 
by the building of a memorial, such as the Inacayal’s mausoleum in the 
province of Chubut (1994) or the Panghitruz Guor Mausoleum in the 
province of La Pampa (2001).  There are other related cases, such as the 
recent restitution to the family of Damiana, an Ache girl who was studied 
and photographed naked by anthropologists while she was still alive and 
dissected after her death in 1907 at the age of 14. These have sparked an 
important debate not only about what should be returned or repaired or 
who is to receive it, but also about the reasons why reparations should 
be made.

This debate and the reparative measures it can produce are the new 
stage emerging on the foundation of the challenge of the hegemonic 
historical narrative that invisibilized the genocide of indigenous peoples 
in Argentina.44
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