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Making the Indigenous Desert from the
European Oasis: The Ethnopolitics of
Water in Mendoza, Argentina

DIEGO ESCOLAR and LETICIA SALDI*

Abstract. This article analyses the ethno-politics of water in Argentina at the high
point of European immigration, the first three decades of the twentieth century.
Focusing on the drying of the Guanacache wetlands, located in the wine-producing
region of Cuyo, we show how national and provincial ideologies based on ‘whitening’
and ‘civilisation” shaped policies that favoured European immigrants at the expense of
autochthonous populations in the geographic and social struggle for irrigation water. A
large-scale redistribution of water resources drove the indigenisation of indigenous and
criollo populations and the desertification of their land.
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There is no doubt that every irrigated hectare added to the oasis [of urban Mendoza] is a victory
for man over the desert [...]. The paradox lies in that this victory leads to greater desertification of
the rest of the area to the detriment of desert peoples [...] Awareness of the desert is made possible
by the growing presence of the oasis.!
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" Government of Mendoza, Ministry of Education, Documentary film E/ desierto mendocino.
Oasis y desierto.
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270 Diego Escolar and Leticia Saldi
Introduction

In November 1937, over 100 peasants, herdsmen and fishermen from the
Guanacache wetlands, an area in a distant corner of the province of
Mendoza, arrived at the provincial capital on a trip that had a dramatic
impact on the government, the press and intellectuals. According to later
accounts by their descendants, they travelled to the city to defend their
lands, which were under continual threat from powerful outsiders, and their
water, which had been taken by the many vineyards and the growing city up-
stream. According to the province’s largest-circulation newspaper, Los Andes,
they had been invited by the province’s ministry of tourism to get to know the
capital.> Or, according to Governor Guillermo Cano, who met and was photo-
graphed with the group, they had been invited to alleviate ‘their ignorance of
our progress’.? Activities included the performance of folk dances and a visit to
the vast and exuberant General San Martin Park, which paradoxically included
a dry area called the Park of the Aborigine with a monument to the American
Indian. They also went to the Museum of Natural History, where they were
interviewed by the director, Carlos Rusconi. Like many others, Rusconi
believed he could see traces of a lost world in the unusual visitors, the world
of the ‘last Huarpes’, a local indigenous group considered to be nearly
extinct since the beginning of the colonial period. He began extensive research
on the surviving Huarpes in Guanacache, which later became the basis for
writings on the imminent environmental collapse of the lagoons.*

Was this a tourist visit or a protest march? Was it the definitive incorpor-
ation of the laguneros into modernity or a desperate demand for lost resources,
landscapes and lives? Was this a march by the last of the Huarpes, or simply a
protest by those whose lands had dried out by a massive diversion of water?

This article analyses the conflict over water allocation between the lagoon
inhabitants, European immigrants, local elites and the state. We show that
ideologies of ‘whitening’ and representations of indigeneity during this
conflict influenced water policy and landscape configuration. We demonstrate
that during the take-off of large-scale wine production, the massive redistribu-
tion of irrigation water was legitimised by dividing landscape and society into
two dichotomous categories: the European oasis versus the indigenous—criollo
desert.

Guanacache was a system of small lakes and estuaries with pockets of dunes
and dry forests covering roughly 1 million hectares in the provinces of

* “Visita de pobladores lejanos’, Los Andes, 17 Nov. 1937.

* Province of Mendoza, executive branch, “Visita de pobladores lejanos’, in Tres asios de
gobierno, el poder ejecutivo de Mendoza, periodo gubernativo 1935—1938. (Feb. 1938),
pp- 149—50.

* Carlos Rusconi, Poblaciones pre y posthispanicas de Mendoza vol. 3 (Arqueologia) (Mendoza:
Government of Mendoza, 1961).
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Mendoza, San Juan, and San Luis. From the heights of the Andes, the
Mendoza and San Juan Rivers flowed down into the plains, draining into
the Guanacache wetlands. The waters flowed out of Guanacache and down
the Desaguadero River, along the provincial border with San Luis, until just
before reaching the modern province of La Pampa, where the Atuel wetlands
were formed (Figures 1 and 2).

Guanacache had been a redoubt for the Huarpes, other indigenous groups,
African slaves and criollos on the run from colonial rule, who maintained rela-
tive political autonomy until the 1870s. By this point, the population of the
Mendoza portion of Guanacache totalled roughly 8,000. Starting in the late
nineteenth century, during the consolidation of the modern Argentine state,
water from the rivers was gradually concentrated in the urban irrigation
network of dams and canals, which dried up Guanacache and other regional
wetlands.

The slow drying up of the lakes and wetlands beginning in the eighteenth
century accelerated at the turn of the twentieth century due to the massive ap-
propriation of water for the wine industry. With the felling of the native trees,
whose wood was used to build the railways and vineyards, most wetlands
became drylands and dunes. This was in spite of abundant snow in the
Andes, much more abundant than today, which created sporadic floods that
partially filled the lakes and lagoons. Beginning in the 1940s there was a sus-
tained drying period in the swamp complex, caused by the expansion of infra-
structure, more irrigated land around Mendoza and to a lesser degree in central
San Juan, and possibly geological and geographic factors such as the drying up
of the soil and erosion that deepened the course of the Desaguadero River.s
Later studies used these factors or other natural causes to explain the
process.>” They mentioned the existence of political or social factors of the
dispossession of water, but did not study them in detail. They did not inves-
tigate artificial irrigation systems, local struggles to preserve the lagoons, or the
arguments that legitimised their drainage.

As can be seen from the opening quote, the notion of Mendoza as a dichot-
omy between ‘oasis” and ‘desert’ (which covers 97 per cent of the province) is
tirelessly repeated in academic, journalistic, artistic and state discourse as the

> Galileo Vitali, Hidrologia mendocina (Mendoza: Departamento General de Irrigacién, 2005
[1940]); Carlos Rusconi, ‘Sobre hidrografia de las lagunas del Rosario’, Revista del Museo de
Historia Natural de Mendoza, 3 (1949), pp. 191—200.

¢ Elena Abraham and Maria del Rosario Prieto, ‘Enfoque diacrénico de los cambios ecoldgicos
y de las adaptaciones humanas en el NE 4rido mendocino’, Cuadernos CEIFAR, 8, Mendoza,
(1981), pp. 110-39.

7 For a study of cycles in precipitations and flow volume of Andean rivers in the region see, for
example, Maria del Rosario Prieto, Roberto Herrera and Patricia Dussel, ‘Historical evidence
of streamflow fluctuations in the Mendoza River, Argentina, and their relationship with

ENSO?’, The Holocene, 9: 4 (1999), pp. 473—81.
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Figure 1. Provinces and Principal Rivers of Western Argentina
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Source: Map by Laura Zalazar based on her own data, data from the authors and the National
Geographic Institute of Argentina.

central feature of provincial identity. The oases are considered to be the pro-
ducts of enterprising European colonists (specifically Italian immigrants in the
carly twentieth century), the use of modern technology and a universalist ra-
tionality. The desert, on the other hand, is considered to be an unproductive
space and disposable in the name of progress. However, the classification into
the binary categories of ‘oasis’ and ‘desert’ of a landscape that was originally
much more diverse with wetlands, rivers and forests is a product of a barely-
studied political history in which provincial and local elites, European
immigrants and criollo and indigenous peasants participated. In sum, this en-
vironmental representation of Mendoza naturalises the political process of ap-
propriation and unequal distribution of water. This means that even though
the oasis is often recognised as artificial, a product of a civilising project, in aca-
demic, journalistic and educational discourse, the concomitant fabrication of
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Figure 2. The Guanacache Wetlands and Principal Places
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the desert is quickly forgotten. More frequently, in particular in popular under-
standings of this binary, this area is represented as the space of brutal and pure
nature.
Our argument is that Guanacache was forgotten during the distribution of
water as part of local elites’ attempts to control the local resources of Cuyo
(the region comprising the provinces of Mendoza, San Juan and San Luis)
and the arrival of European immigrants between the end of the nineteenth
century to the 1930s.® The laguneros (the people of the lagoon) fought this
dispossession by appealing to public agencies, officials and the press, in an
attempt to persuade the provincial government to preserve or strengthen
ancient irrigation systems. But these demands were frustrated by the competi-
tion from European immigrants who began settling in the region at the turn of

® The best known case is that of the Atuel River wetlands in the province of La Pampa. This
river crosses southern Mendoza and once drained into La Pampa, feeding the Chadi-Levu
River and creating extensive wetlands where a criollo and Ranquel indigenous population
lived. In the first half of the twenticth century, a series of canals and dams diverted water
to Mendoza’s vineyards and dried the downstream basin. The province of La Pampa took
their case against Mendoza to the Argentine Supreme Court in 1987. The conflict has

not been resolved.
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274 Diego Escolar and Leticia Saldi

the century, and who enjoyed political influence thanks, to a great extent, to
ethno-racial prejudices in the government, the state bureaucracy and public
opinion.

Based on the case study of Guanacache’s desiccation, we analyse Mendoza’s
‘ethno-water policies’ during the consolidation of the modern Argentine state
from the end of the nineteenth century to the first half of the twentieth
century and their effect on the environment and identity of social groups
and spaces.” We show that during times of heightened conflict, pre-existing
ethnic prejudices legitimised the appropriation of water used by the laguneros.
We also show how the conflict itself contributed to the re-indigenisation of
the laguneros and their land.

This article builds on our own ethnographic field studies that began at the
end of the 1990s. We have uncovered the remains of irrigation infrastructure,
political memories of water struggles, and practices and knowledge of water
and environmental management. Additionally, we have analysed archival
documents, provincial legislation, government projects and newspaper articles
about water distribution and conflicts.

European Immigration and Ethnification of the Landscape

The relationship between the landscape and cultural identities has a long trad-
ition in geography and anthropology, fed by various theories of environmental
determinism, from the human geography of Friedrich Ratzel'® to the cultural
ecology of Marvin Harris and less clearly, structuralism.’**> We believe that
this relationship cannot be adequately understood from a dichotomous
perspective that sets society against nature, so we emphasise that the

? The main sources we used are: newspaper articles from Los Andes, La Libertad, Ultimas
Noticias, La Prensa, La Palabra, La Tarde, and El Tulumaya, official documents (Estado
de la Provincia de Mendoza, Departamento General de Irrigacion Lagunas del Rosario, 28
de diciembre de 1937, realizado por E. Giménez, Memoria asio 1937, pp. 177—8s and
Estado de la Provincia de Mendoza, Poder Ejecutivo, “Visita de pobladores lejanos’, en
tres afos de gobierno), studies by the anthropologist and naturalist Carlos Rusconi,
Poblaciones pre y posthispdnicas, and the hydrologist Galileo Vitali, Hidrologia mendocina:
la crénica de viaje del periodista francés Jules Huret. La Argentina. Del Plata a la Cordillera
de los Andes (Buenos Aires and Parfs: Eugene Fasquelle editor/Sociedad de Ediciones
Louis-Michaud, 1913) and the book by the socialist leader Benito Marianetti Problemas
de Cuyo (Buenos Aires: Lautaro, 1948).

Friedrich Ratzel, Géographie politique (Geneva: Editions régionales curopéennes, 1988
[1897]).

Marvin Harris, Antropologia cultural (Madrid: Alianza Editorial, 2011); Materialismo cul-
tural (Madrid: Alianza Editorial, 1985).

On this topic see comments by Miguel Bartolomé on a masked socio-biology in Lévi-Strauss,
within a more general critique of Philippe Descola. Miguel Bartolomé, ‘El regreso de la
barbarie. Una critica etnogrifica a las ontologfas ‘premodernas’, Publicar, 12: 16 (2014),

pp- 17-8.
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‘environment’, in addition to its geographic, biological and climatic features, is
configured by human action guided by knowledge, power relationships, mem-
ories, meanings and general presentations of the society in question.’ '+

In terms of our analysis, we are interested in demonstrating the close rela-
tionships between environmental and social configurations from a non-deter-
ministic position, and in particular, to highlight the social factors at play. To
do so, we show that ethnic ideologies in Argentina forcefully advocated the
racial and cultural superiority of Europeans over the indigenous and criollo
populations. Invoked in conflicts over water, these ideologies resulted not
only in the distribution of water to the benefit of the immigrants, but also
in the ethnification of those environments and populations that lost out.

We understand indigenous identities or identifications, like national or pro-
vincial identities, to be historical products that result from a combination of
specific situations over time, supported in political perceptions and discourse
and material conditions over the medium to long term. In Argentina and in
Cuyo in particular, such constructions have strong roots in associations
between indigeneity, nature, desert and other political and moral categories,
which are the basis for national and provincial ethnic discourse during the co-
lonial and republican periods.

The writings of Cuyo, an intellectual, and the politician Domingo
F. Sarmiento are pivotal in the collective imagination of the Argentine
nation. They helped to establish the dichotomy between ‘civilisation and bar-
barism” and the notion that the desert engendered regressive barbarism and
resisted and threatened the progress and civilisation of Argentine society.
Barbarism, initially considered to be a product of the moral degeneration of
the Spanish or mestizos in the country’s earliest-colonised regions, was later
associated with the indigenous substrate of these same populations, also
called ‘criollos’ or ‘gauchos’.’s To explain and de-legitimise peasant uprisings
in Cuyo in the 1860s and 1870s (in which the laguneros had a significant role),
Sarmiento attributed determining social effects to the ‘desert’ in the mobilisa-
tion of its inhabitants as an ‘indigenous peasant movement’ driven by the

> Bruno Latour, Jamais fomos modernos (Sio Paulo: Editora 34, 2007); Gilmar Arruda,
‘Historia de rios: ¢historia ambiental?’, Signos Histdricos, 16 (2006), pp. 16—44; James
M. Aton and Robert McPheron, River Flowing from the Sunrise: An Environmental
History of The Lower San Juan, Utab, Estados Unidos (Salt Lake City, UT: Utah
University Press/Logan, 2000).

' Eric Swingedow, ‘State, Modernity and the Production of Nature in Spain, 1898—2010’,
Environment and History, 20 (2014), pp- 67-92; Thomas D. Rogers, ‘Paisagem produtiva:
a visio de mundo ambiental, racial e classista da elite canavieira nordestina (décadas de
1880-1930)’°, Dossié Histdrias do Trabalho: Sujeitos e Perspectivas, Ciéncias Humanas e
Sociais em Revista, 34: 2 (2012), pp. 29—56; Gastén R. Gordillo, Landscapes of Devils.
Tensions of Place and Memory in the Argentinean Chaco (Durham, NC: Duke University
Press, 2004).

> Domingo F. Sarmiento. Facundo (Buenos Aires: Losada, 1963 [1845]).
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thirst for ‘Indian vengeance’ against the cities and the colonial expropriation
of their agricultural water.’®7 One of his main examples was indeed the lagu-
neros of Guanacache:

The desert is the space that covers the flatlands of La Rioja, the marshlands of
[Guanacache ...] At the foot of the Andes lie two cities, San Juan and Mendoza,
which with their luxurious agriculture, in fact just a few leagues around, do not
affect the desolate look of the flat country, partly occupied by dunes and partly by
lakes, in the spiny forests in the north.*® [...] The struggle will begin as the semi-bar-
baric populations try to take control of the agricultural and relatively cultured cities
that are at the foot of the Andes: Mendoza, San Juan and Catamarca.'?

To conjure away the threat of the ‘desert” and create a modern liberal republic,
beginning in the middle of the nineteenth century, the principal ideologists of
the Argentine nation Domingo F. Sarmiento and Juan B. Alberdi promoted
European immigration as a bearer of civilisation. Towards the end of the nine-
teenth century and the beginning of the twentieth century, after the national
state had put down peasant uprisings, conquered the indigenous territory of
the Pampas, Patagonia and Chaco regions during the national ‘Desert
Campaigns’ and integrated inland markets with railways, the cultural
Europeanisation in Argentina was transformed into active policies that
encouraged immigration with massive results.>® In 1869, the country’s popu-
lation was less than 2 million but by 1914 it was 7,885,237, of which 29.9 per
cent (2,357,952) were European immigrants.**

Regional histories of Cuyo have analysed the role of immigrants in the impres-
sive development that began in the 1880s, based on intensive agriculture and

¢ The Spanish term montoneros refers to peasant and rural militias in Argentine civil wars. This
term has also been used in other Latin American countries such as Peru and Bolivia.
Argentine historiography has not given its due importance given the possible existence of
demands and strategies particular to rural or ethnic populations within 7zontonero move-
ments (considered to be a general product of inorganic uprisings ‘without history’ or of
struggles between elite parties or factions) even though recent publications have highlighted
these components in Cuyo. Ariel de la Fuente, Childrens of Facundo (Durham, NC: Duke
University Press, 2000). Diego Escolar, ‘Huarpe Archives in the Argentine Desert.
Indigenous Claims and State Construction in Nineteenth Century Mendoza’, Hispanic
American Historical Review, 93: 3 (2013), pp. 451-86; Los dones étnicos de la nacion.
Identidades huarpe y modos de produccion de soberania estatal en Argentina (Buenos Aires:
Prometeo, 2007).

Domingo F. Sarmiento, Facundo.

Domingo F. Sarmiento, ‘El Chacho. Ultimo caudillo de la montonera de los Llanos’, in
Domingo F. Sarmiento, Vidas de Fray Félix Aldao y El Chacho (Buenos Aires: Argos,
1947 [1866]), p. 84.

Y2 Ibid., p. 93.

For a general overview of European immigration, which has a vast bibliography, see Fernando
Devoto, Historia de la inmigracion en Argentina (Buenos Aires: Sudamericana, 2003); Maria
Bjer and Hernén Otero (eds.), Inmigracién y redes sociales en la Argentina Moderna (Tandil:
CEML, IEHS, 1995).

*' Republica Argentina, Censo Nacional de Poblacion de 1914.
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wine production for a booming domestic market, in contrast to the Pampas
region, the wealthiest and most influential in Argentina, which was dominated
by extensive production of wheat, sheep and cattle mostly destined for the
foreign market. In the first quarter of the twentieth century, the provincial gov-
ernment increased the hydraulic infrastructure with networks of dams and canals
that optimised the acquisition of water for areas within the urban oasis. This
undertaking was carried out by European engineers such as César Cipolletti,
Galileo Vitali and Gustavo André, who were considered to be true ‘tamers of
water’ and became part of the booming technocratic elite in the province.>

Growing European immigration was associated with the expansion of irri-
gated areas used for orchards and vineyards. The 1914 wine-making census
shows that of the 6,160 rural properties, 76 per cent belonged to European
immigrants.>> There were two dozen wineries around 1880 and more than
1,500 by the turn of the century.** Many of these immigrants-turned-
winery-owners associated with local elites, came to occupy provincial and
national public office and collaborated with law-making and hydraulic infra-
structure projects.*s

This created rapid economic growth that the literature generally considers
socially progressive, given the proliferation of small wineries.*¢ Others have
highlighted that in spite of decades of economic growth (from the late
1870s to 1928), the lifestyles of many producers did not improve due to pre-
carious access to land, contract labour with the owners and unequal commer-
cial treatment by winemakers. This is apparent from data showing marked
residential instability and high rates of overcrowding and death.>”

** Facundo Martin, Facundo Rojas and Leticia Saldi, ‘Domar el agua para gobernar: concep-
ciones socio-politicas sobre la naturaleza y la sociedad en contextos de consolidacion del
estado provincial mendocino hacia fines del siglo XIX y principios del XX’, Anuario del
Centro de Estudios Histdricos ‘Prof. S. A. Segreti’, 10 (2011), pp. 159—88. For example,
both César Cipolletti and G. André were Superintendents of the DGIL In 1908, lands
with irrigation rights were granted to G. André, which took water from large areas of the
Guanacache wetlands. Leticia Saldi, ‘Procesos identitarios, naturaleza y politicas estatales
en el noreste de Mendoza (Argentina)’, unpubl. PhD diss., Universidad Nacional de
Cuyo, 2012.

Alejandro Paredes, ‘Los inmigrantes en Mendoza’, en Arturo Roig, Pablo Lacoste and
Cristina Satlari (eds.), Mendoza a través de su historia (Mendoza, Caviar Bleu, 2004),
Pp- 209—44.

Pablo Lacoste, “Territorios y departamentos’, en Arturo Roig, Pablo Lacoste and Cristina
Satlari (eds.), Mendoza, cultura y economia (Mendoza, Caviar Bleu, 2004), pp. 57—113.
Jorge, Chambouleyron, ‘La cultura del agua: de la acequia colonial a los grandes embalses’, en
Arturo Roig, Pablo Lacoste and Cristina Satlari (eds.), Mendoza, cultura y economia
(Mendoza, Caviar Bleu, 2004), pp. 115—43.

Among other publications, Rodolfo Richard-Jorba, Eduardo Pérez Romagnoli, Patricia
Barrio and Inés Sanjurjo, La regidn vitivinicola argentina. Transformaciones del territorio,
la economia y la sociedad (Quilmes: Universidad Nacional de Quilmes, 2006).

Juan Manuel Cerdd, Condiciones de vida y vitivinicultura: Mendoza, 18701950 (Bernal:
Universidad Nacional de Quilmes, 2011). Rodolfo Richard-Jorba, Empresarios ricos,

2
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William Fleming and Ricardo Salvatore have suggested that the Mendoza
government favoured immigrants over criollos in the distribution of land,
water and loans. They concluded that there was an ‘ethnic division” of
labour that confined the criollos to the lowest social stratum of the labour hier-
archy and led to immigrants becoming small landowners.>®

This argument, which we consider sound, is insufficient because it does not
consider ethnic differentiation beyond criollos and immigrants and only takes
into the account the practices of the populations and social relationships
within the urban oasis. These studies, following the historiography of the
region and of the period in general, do not analyse the social, economic and
political reality outside the oasis, nor the relationship between the land and
peoples’ resources, simplifying it as a rural structure of haciendas and peons.
Many topics have not been studied, such as the role of peasants, fishers and
hunters, their resistance to unequal appropriation of water and resources,
their strategies and demands, the validity of indigenous identifications and
the process of distributing irrigation water and configuring the regional envir-
onment. It would seem that an imagined regional civilisation of the oasis, made
up of provincial identities, has erased the ‘desert’ and the historical agency of
its inhabitants from the historical record.

Ana Maria Alonso has illustrated how national ‘imagined communities’
tend to be inscribed or materialised as ‘things’ through their metaphoric asso-
ciation with physical objects and elements such as territories, landscapes and
‘blood’ relatives.® She has insinuated that these materialisations also work
to delimit feelings of ethnicity or class belonging based on a type of expanded
totemism intrinsically associated with social classifications and physical or
‘natural’ elements. We suggest that through the impact of discursive construc-
tions such as the dichotomies oasis—desert and civilisation—barbarism and
massive European immigration, regional space was ethnicised and certain attri-
butes of collective identity were materialised in socio-environmental con-
structs. Thus, areas under irrigation (previously under the control of the
criollos) recognised by the state and classified as oasis, remained associated
with the European population and ‘culture’, while those without irrigation

trabajadores pobres. Vitivinicultura y desarrollo capitalista en Mendoza, 1859—1918 (Rosario:
Prohistoria, 2010). Mark Healey. The Ruins of the New Argentina. Peronism and the
Remaking of San Juan after the 1944 Earthquake (Durham, NC and London: Duke
University Press, 2011).

William Fleming, ‘Regional Development and Transportation in Argentina: Mendoza and
the Gran Oeste Argentino Railroad 1885—1914’, unpubl. PhD diss., Indiana University,
1976. Ricardo Salvatore, ‘Control del trabajo y discriminacion: el sistema de contratistas
en Mendoza, Argentina, 1880—1920’, en Desarrollo Econdmico, 2.6: 102 (1986), pp. 229—53.
Ana Marfa Alonso, ‘The Politics of Space, Time, and Substance: State Formation,
Nationalism, and Ethnicity’, Annual Review of Anthropology, 23 (1994), pp. 379—40s.
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or without official legal title were regarded as ‘desert’ and indigenised with
their inhabitants.

The binary oppositions that unfold in dichotomous classifications of
society—nature create totemic models of representation for each space and
population. In this way, the dichotomous pair of ‘identifying metonyms’
oasis—desert was associated with the dyads culture—nature, European—indigen-
ous, progress—regression, rationality—irrationality and good—bad.3° This sui
generis totemism at the national and provincial scale does not alone explain
the construction of the landscape in the region, but we suggest that it was
key to legitimising the process of unequal appropriation of water and environ-
mental reconfiguration that even affected the perception of collective iden-
tities. The distinction between indigenous—criollo ‘deserts’ and immigrant
‘oases’ also had an inevitable demographic impact. In 1914, European immi-
grants accounted for 31.8 per cent of the population of Mendoza, but in the
department of Lavalle, which includes Mendozan Guanacache, it was only 14.1
per cent. Within Lavalle, almost all of these immigrants were concentrated in
the districts near the municipal entity that made up the irrigated oasis (Costa
de Araujo, Tulumaya and Jocolf). In these areas the proportion of immigrants
was close to the provincial average, but towards the north of Lavalle in the
heart of Guanacache (Asuncién, San Miguel y Lagunas del Rosario), the
future ‘desert’, immigrants represented only 0.9 per cent of the population.

After the Desert Campaigns, one of the crucial instruments of the the ad-
ministrative and territorial consolidation of the state was the Ley de Aguas
(Water Law) of 1884, which today still regulates the principles and criteria
of water administration. This law was strongly manipulated by local political
elites.3>

The Ley de Aguas centralised the administration of water and established
what later became the Departamento General de Irrigacién (DGI), on the
basis that water is a public good. According to the federal system water
should have been under provincial administration. The DGI was established
as an independent organisation but in practice it is subject to the executive
branch and the influence of large wineries. The Ley de Aguas also established
that irrigation rights would be assigned to properties and not individuals, so
that rights could not be sold or transferred separately from the land. Such
rights could only be applied to lands with private property deeds, which
excluded not only entire social groups but entire regions, including the major-
ity of the province in 1884, when the inhabitants did not have deeds or there
was a non-exclusive, communal or semi-communal use of the land and water.

*° For a detailed analysis of this dynamic see Leticia Saldi, ‘Procesos identitarios’.

>" Qur own calculations from the 1914 National Census.

** Mauricio Pinto, Gladys Rogero and Marcel Andino, Ley de Aguas de 1884 comentada y con-
cordada (Mendoza: Departamento General de Irrigacién, 2006).

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 168.96.240.2, on 12 Nov 2018 at 12:36:47, subject to the Cambridge Core
terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/50022216X16001462


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022216X16001462
https://www.cambridge.org/core

280 Diego Escolar and Leticia Saldi

Water rights were ‘permanent’ or ‘occasional’. Permanent rights were given
until the first decade of the twentieth century to those who had water rights
before the 1884 Ley de Aguas, which included lands and iura regalia water
rights granted by the Spanish Crown or by the Argentine state after
independence.?3

Lands were sold by the state or criollo property owners to immigrants,
which gave rise to property speculation in the context of the settlement of
populations and the provision of irrigation water. Other rights were extended
to registered land owners up to the middle of the twentieth century in areas
around the oasis. The discretionary fashion in which irrigation rights were
assigned by the DGI and approved by the provincial legislature only worsened
the inequitable way the Ley de Aguas was implemented, consolidating the
appropiation of water rights by existing criollo landowners and the provincial
oligarchy.

As the socialist leader Benito Marianetti explained, the distribution was not
only ‘irrational” given the lack of capacity of the rivers at the time for which
rights were granted (they were not based on hydrography) but the political
influence of the applicant also played a part ignoring the legal principle of
water rights being attached to the land. “With the stroke of a pen, irrigation
rights were granted for thousands of hectares [and] many scandalous plots
took place under the ruse of the “transfer” of rights ... for example, in
Lavalle, irrigation rights were “transferred” in [the Departments of] Lujén
or Las Heras to the detriment of water users in these departments’.3# Lands
in these two departments were much more expensive because of their location
in the centre of the northern oasis, close to the city, so the transfer of irrigation
rights could quickly make the landowner rich. The governor of the province
and principal supporter of modernising the city and irrigation, Emilio Civit,
declared: ‘the flow of our rivers, unevenly distributed, has created our agricul-
tural area, expanding in accordance with quite improper and surprising irriga-
tion practices, subject to a law that is insufficient for the current necessities.’3s
Later, additional laws were passed to limit the discretionary granting of water.
In parliamentary debates, the great difficulties of small farmers to obtain water
rights were discussed as well as the existence of a water lobby that negotiated
irrigation rights.3¢

** Pinto, Rogero, Andino, Ley de Aguas de 1884, p. 46

’* Benito Marianetti, Problemas de Cuyo, p. 88.

* Ibid., p. 188. Emilio Civit was governor of Mendoza twice between 1898 and 1907. In his
second term he expanded upon water policies established in the 1884 Ley de Aguas, directing
water to vineyards and trees in the city of Mendoza.

3¢ Benito Marianetti, Problemas de Cuyo.
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The ‘Last Cacigues’, Irrigation Practices and Local Knowledge in Guanacache

Reports about the laguneros’ visit to Mendoza in 1937 carefully concealed its
larger context: they were desperately trying to convince the government to take
measures to provide water to their canals, which had dried up because of
growing use upstream and an intense drought across Cuyo and northern
Argentina.3”

Guanacache had large cultivated areas that were irrigated by canals and
other irrigation techniques using fluvial, alluvial and pluvial waters. This
allowed for productive systems that combined herding, farming, fishing,
hunting and gathering based on memories and knowledge of the local ecology.

The wetlands went through cycles in the quantity of water they received
from the San Juan, Mendoza and Tunuyin Rivers, which depended on the
snowfall in the Andes. In good years, the waters covered a surface of 3,000 hec-
tares.’® Corn, squashes, melons and above all wheat were grown along the
edges and in the bottoms of the low-lying areas when the waters retreated.
The humidity retained in the clay soil made it possible to plant for two
years in a row and the silt brought by the rivers ensured very productive har-
vests. Wheat grew as high as one-and-a-half metres and harvests yielded two to
three metric tons per hectare.3?

Other irrigation techniques redirected floods caused by sporadic rainstorms
to the areas beyond normal water courses. The laguneros made ‘dikes’ (with
mud) or small dams with branches that were 40—60 cm high to redirect
water. This made it possible to ‘irrigate the fields’, that is, provide humidity
to uncultivated lands to encourage the growth of wild plants, bushes, trees,
and grasses whose stems, leaves and berries were used to feed livestock and
people, in addition to providing wood and medicine. There were other
plants such as junquillo, a fine grass that was used for weaving. This notably
increased the potential size of animal herds. One observer noted ‘the
immense quantity of animals that graze in the pastures that grow here’.#°

This strategy challenges traditional definitions of ‘irrigation” or ‘cultiva-
tion’, concepts that are perhaps inadequate in this case. The environmental
interactions are more complex and subtle, true social-natural hybrids,
through which the laguneros practised widespread ecological engineering to
increase the productive capacity of the environment and maintain wild
species. Another technique for managing surface water was the construction
of earthen dams to retain rain and irrigate plants in dry periods using canals

’7 Alberto Tasso, ‘La sequia de 1937 en Santiago del Estero. Antecedentes y consecuencias de
un acontecimiento ambiental’, Tyabajo y Sociedad, 15: 17 (2011), pp. 17—39.

38 Galileo Vitali, Hidrologia mendocina, p. 201.

3% José Chirapozu, ‘A orillas de Huanacache’, Pdginas sanjuaninas (Buenos Aires: Rosso y Cia,
1924), pp. 197—205.

*° Chirapozu, ‘A orillas de Huanacache’, p. 201.
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or in extreme cases, buckets. In order to use them in this way, they were located
at high points with clayish soil that worked as an impermeable bottom layer.

Finally, there were canal systems that brought water from the Mendoza
River and to a lesser extent the Desaguadero River. They can be found
throughout the plains of Guanacache in places such as Asuncién, San José,
Lagunas del Rosario, Encén, San Miguel and Algarrobo Grande. Some docu-
ments mention canals that fed directly from the Mendoza and Desaguadero
Rivers and watered nearby pastures. In the mid-nineteenth century Martin
de Moussy commented that the laguneros, ‘the majority of which were
ancient Huarpes Indians’, used canals to draw water from the Mendoza
River to cultivate plants.#* Prieto compiled local recollections that indicated
the use of these canals until the first half of the twentieth century.#:
However, despite the variety of irrigation systems, the literature has only men-
tioned the traditional method of irrigating near flood areas along the edges of
the lagoons.+3

There were extensive irrigation networks that exceeded the family level and
required a collective administration of water that included central and second-
ary canals. These canals, based on our own survey of the lands and local mem-
ories, covered 15 to 20 sq. km, and area comparable to the current area covered
by urban oases. This is a fact that we have only found mentioned as an aside in
a forgotten 1937 DGI report.+4

The size of these canals may have increased in the early twentieth century in
response to the drop in the flow of the Mendoza River and of water that
reached the lagoons. At this time the DGI took greater control of the water
by building a series of upstream dams, which were opened only sporadically
to release extra water downstream towards Guanacache. However, the initial
date of these projects in not clear and as we will see, official sources and the
press in the 1930s date them to an earlier time. These ‘boosts’ of water
only lasted a few days or sometimes a few hours, once every 15 to 30 days,
making it necessary to take full advantage of them.

The canals were built by the laguneros themselves with shovels and rakes
with a minimum change in elevation, taking advantage of dry sections of

** Martin de Moussy, Descripcidn geogrdfica y estadistica de la Confederacion Argentina, vol. 1
(Buenos Aires: Dunken, 2005 [1860]).

Marfa del Rosario Prieto, Area del desaguadero. Cap. I desaguadero norte, 1 (Buenos Aires:
Programa de Investigaciones sobre Epidemiologia Psiquidtrica, 1981).

Carlos Rusconi, Poblaciones pre y posthispinicas, p. 111; Abraham y Prieto, ‘Enfoque
diacrénico’, pp. 110-39; Elena Abraham de Vizquez y Marfa del Rosario Prieto,
‘Contributions of Historical Geography to the Study of Processes of Landscape Change.
The Case of Guanacache, Mendoza, Argentina’, Bamberger Geographische Schritten, 11,
(1991), pp. 309—36.

Estado de la Provincia de Mendoza, Departamento General de Irrigacién, ‘Lagunas del
Rosario, 28 de diciembre de 1937’, realizado por E. Giménez, Memoria asio 1937,

pp- 177-8s.

4

@
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the Mendoza River and in some places crossing dunes. The main canals were
one metre deep and nearly one-and-a-half metres wide, which in turn fed sec-
ondary and tertiary canals (Figure 3).45

According to narratives of the laguneros Sixto Jofré, Juan Nylo Reynoso,
Fabian Nievas, Luisa Villegas and Felipe Mayorga (and confirmed by the
above-mentioned DGI report), more than 100 people including farmers, land-
owners and rural labourers participated in the construction and coordinated
efforts to clean water courses and keep them free of sand. Water was then dis-
tributed in cultivated areas, usually contiguous, which were dived by fences
made of branches. Neighbours exchanged labour (in events called mingas) to
build canals and houses or harvest corn and wheat, among other activities.*®
Corn and wheat were stored for family consumption; most of the wheat
was sold in Mendoza and other provinces after being ground in the province
of San Juan.

Most of the laguneros had a small amount of livestock, cultivated areas of
less than half a hectare and barely made enough to eat. Many sources indicate
that those who built or rebuilt large canals in the early twentieth century were
considered ‘rich’. There were marked social differences and many laguneros
cultivated areas greater than five hectares, a significant area for local agricultur-
al production, had more than 5o heads of cattle, and in some cases had planted
cash crops and hired rural workers.#” Some, like Juan Manuel Villegas at San
José, had more than 3,000 heads of cattle, houses in the city of Mendoza and
fine clothing made by tailors in Mendoza and Buenos Aires with the best
imported cloth. Rosario Jofré, for example, had built a large ranch similar to
those in the central oasis which included 33 irrigated hectares, large areas of
Alamo trees, orchards, six carts and 1,000 heads of cattle. There were others
with significant amounts of property such as Rafacl Morales, Rosendo
Gonzélez, Juan Manuel Villegas, Juan Diaz and Tadeo Mayorga, among
many others.

All of these people made up the local political elite who led the laguneros in
the nineteenth and early twentieth century in maintaining their autonomy and
keeping their lands. Many of them were descendants of the legal petitioners or

* According to Oscar Damiani’s regional archacological typology, the Guanacache canals are
trapezoidal in cross-section, some sections having artificial banks on both sides, and origin-
ating from open connections to the river. They are built with clay soil that might have been
made impermeable. There are also remains of secondary canals, which have a cross-section
like a hopper (a funnel set below parallel straight walls), and tertiary canals that are oval-
shaped. Oscar Damiani, ‘Sistemas de riego prehispanico en el Valle de Iglesia, San Juan,
Argentina’, Multequinal, 11 (2002), pp. 1-38, 8.
Salvador Debenedetti y José Pozzi, ‘Diario de la XXI expedicion a las Lagunas de
Huanacache en 1925, Museo Etnogrifico’, Archivo Fotogréfico y Documental del Museo
Etnografico de la Universidad de Buenos Aires ‘Juan Bautista Ambrosetti’ (manuscript).
47 Regional lands destined for cash crops usually refer to orchards and vineyards or alfalfa
growing areas which require canalised irrigation.

46
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Figure 3. One of the Canals Built by the Laguneros in the Early Twentieth
Century

Source: Diego Escolar, 2013.

peasant rebels who controlled that area until the end of the nineteenth
century. Some had originals and copies of manuscripts and legal documents
(legal cases, deeds, decrees) that mention claims and recognition of indigenous
lands in the eighteenth to nineteenth centuries.*® They were recognised as cul-
tivators of local traditions, protectors of the most humble and defenders of the
land against the foreign immigrants or the landed gentry of Mendoza. They
were feared for their nearly indisputable power and authority which included
practices such as loaning rural workers, electoral control, land hoarding,
dealing with the lumber industry and physical violence.

Members of the lagunero elite mediated relations with the rest of provincial
society, especially urban and bureaucratic elites, and the state in general, for
which they had accumulated much prestige, political power and economic
capital. They represented national political parties and monopolised govern-
ment and local ecclesiastical positions such as commissioners, heads of the
civil registry and ‘syndicates’ of the chapels which organised the popular cel-
ebrations for patron saints.

However, the power they once had in regional and even national politics
diminished greatly after the fall of the last peasant rebels in the 1870s and
the change in focus from exporting cattle to Chile to large-scale wine produc-
tion. Mass immigration and the province’s water policies sealed their fate and
that of the lagoons. Today, they are remembered as the ‘last Huarpe Caciques’.

48 Diego Escolar, Los dones étnicos de la nacidn, pp. 109—17; Huarpe Archives, pp. 462—76.
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The Great Drought of 1936—37 and the End of the Guanacache Canals

During the expansion of the wine industry, the laguneros fought an unequal
battle against immigrants who had arrived in Lavalle. In southern Lavalle, con-
tinuous and later intermittent water rights were granted to the richest farmers
and the local political elite.#> Many immigrants became owners of large estates
and employers, mostly of laguneros, and became the new local political elite. In
the towns of Jocoli, Tulumaya, Costa de Araujo and Gustavo André, mayoral
and city council candidates from various political parties were selected and
local water administrations, water inspectors, elected by landowners and recog-
nised by the DGILs° These public offices were monopolised by immigrant
families.s”

Like the laguneros, these landowners dug canals that drew water from tribu-
taries and channels that drained wetlands which were part of Guanacache. In
the first three decades of the twentieth century, including the great drought of
1936—37, the landowners made numerous requests for water that were granted
without difficulty, immediately and exponentially increasing the value of their
lands. Favouritism towards European immigrants over criollos in the acquisi-
tion of water and land materialised in elaborate, unofhicial strategies that were
difficult to detect in the records. The best explanation was offered by the gov-
ernor himself, Emilio Civit, in an interview with a French journalist.

Civit: Let’s take a case of a hard-working Lombardo who has nothing more than a
thousand pesos ... but has strong arms for work and wants to become rich.
He buys one hundred hectares of land without irrigation rights, but in an irri-
gated area, at ten pesos per hectare. Now the [province] provides the water ne-
cessary for irrigation ... and the land’s value increases to 100 pesos per hectare
... [The province] loans him the 1,000 pesos that he needs for the canals ...

Huret: With what as collateral?

Civit: The land, which you know will soon be worth 10,000 pesos.s*

These opportunities were not available to poor criollos or indigenous people,
whose requests were never honoured. The prototypical target of water policy,
as Civit himself expressed, was the Italian immigrant, a ‘hard-working
Lombardo’ whose capacity for work and progress was implicitly guaranteed
by his superior culture and racial supremacy. For immigrants, becoming a

* In 1980, intermittent water rights were granted to the municipality of Gustavo André. In
1930, the Jocoli canal was extended northwards and the extension was named the
‘Progress’ canal.

*° Juan Isidro Maza, Ensayo sobre la historia del Departamento de Lavalle (Mendoza: Estudio
Alfa, 1981).

5" Leticia Saldi, ‘Procesos identitarios’, pp. 110—11.

** Jules Huret. La Argentina. Del Plata a la Cordillera de los Andes, pp. 214—15.
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landowner with water rights meant not only economic benefits but also sym-
bolic and political ones, making possible participation in municipal govern-
ment and the DGI, as well as running for the offices of mayor, town
councillor and water inspector.s3

The acquisition of water rights turned relatively poor immigrants in Lavalle
into a burgeoning political elite. Simply referred to as ‘landowners’ in the press
and political documents, they were portrayed (in contrast to indigenous
people) as hard-working harbingers of civilisation, rational and productive
investors worthy of government support. They and the DGI reached a consen-
sus on the practices of building the landscape of the great oasis in southern
Lavalle and in other parts of Mendoza: drying the wetlands by building drain-
age canals to create new arable lands and then irrigate them in a controlled way
(Figure 4).

The great drought coincided with strong conservative reactions against the
populist politics of the previous decade and under the governors José Néstor
Lencinas (1918—20), Carlos Washington Lencinas (1921—24) and Alejandro
Orfila (1926—28). Conservatives or liberal-conservatives had governed
Mendoza during a period of development and consolidation of the province
and the nation, beginning at the end of the 1860s and including the expansion
of the large-scale wine industry. But this strict hegemony was broken with the
emergence of the Lencinas Party, an offshoot of the Radical Party that had
toiled in defence of urban and rural workers and small wine producers
against the dominance of the winery owners and large wine producers.

Within the government, the Lencinas Party advanced progressive policies
such as a minimum wage (the first in the country) and the creation of the min-
istry of labour, anticipating various reforms later encouraged by Juan Domingo
Perén.s+ Lencinas and his so-called “party of alpargatas’ (rope-soled sandals)
resonated with the populace and denigrated conservative elites. José Néstor
Lencinas harangued, ‘for these representatives of the old regime, “the

5> In the department of Lavalle, the office of water inspector dates from 1888. There is one
water inspector for the Bajada de Araujo canal and another for the Tulumaya canal,
located to the south and south-cast of Lavalle (Maza, Ensayo sobre la historia del departa-
mento, p. 8s). In practice, water inspectors change infrequently and sometimes not for
decades. In Jocoli, for example, members of the Montalto family were water inspectors of
the El Progreso canal from 1946 until the 1990s. In the Gustavo André municipality, des-
cendants of the first colonists controlled water in the area. In 1927—28 Gustavo André’s
eldest son was the DGI’s superintendent, the provincial irrigation ministry’s highest
office. Today his direct descendants continue controlling water in the region. Leticia Saldi,
‘Procesos identitarios’, pp. 111-12.

Perdn was president of Argentina from 1946—s2, 1952—s5 and 1973—74. He was the founder
of a political movement which is a central feature of national politics incorporating populism
and the state. Peronist governments carried out important social reforms to guarantee
workers’ rights and created and restructured vast networks with a developed capacity for pol-
itical mobilisation.
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Figure 4. The Tulumaya Canal, Built by Land Owners, Mainly European
Immigrants, to Drain the Tulumaya Wetlands

Source: http://mendozantigua.blogspot.com.ar/2010h/10/vista-del-canal-tulumaya-departamento.

html.

people” are a gaucho-cracy, ignoble gossips, and the incoherent mob that must
tolerate plundering with total impunity’.5s

The violence with which conservatives had maintained their domination
did not stop with the arrival of the Lencinas Party. This party did not treat
its enemies any better and received similar treatment from the conservatives
and President Hipdlito Yrigoyen of the Radical Party. Federal interventions
toppled each of the Lencinas governments and Carlos Washington Lencinas
was assassinated in 1929. As in the rest of the country, during the ‘infamous
decade’ (from the 1930 coup to 1943) that preceded Perén’s first term in
1946, Mendoza was dominated yet again by conservatives as a result of elect-
oral fraud. They repealed many of the Lencinas reforms and made a renewed
effort to appropriate lands, resources and manual labour. In northern
Mendoza, where water from irrigation canals was increasingly sporadic, the
struggle for water coincided with a time of very little official sensitivity to
criollo farmers.

From the early twentieth century, provincial newspapers promoted immi-
grants’ demands for water in the most distant irrigated areas, characterising
them as heroes who were civilising the ‘desert” and supported the pressure

*> Néstor Lencinas, “Manifiesto al pueblo’, cited in Rodolfo Richard Jorba, ‘Los gobiernos len-
cinistas en Mendoza. Salud publica y vivienda popular, 1918—1924", Avances del Cesor, afio 8,
(2001), p. 39.
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they put on government officials and law makers.s¢ But the great drought in
the mid-1930s put an end to the laguneros’ demands for water. According
to their descendants, they fought fruitlessly for decades for the DGI to recog-
nise their water rights.

Their requests were essentially to maintain or revitalise farmland by restor-
ing old canals or building new ones. Media activity surrounding the laguneros
sparked an active debate among elites about whether immigrants or laguneros
deserved water rights during dry periods, which meant re-thinking socio-eco-
nomic models that the state promoted.

There were two arguments in this debate. The first maintained that the
laguneros would inevitably die off due to the advance of progress, and proposed
centralising irrigation in the existing oasis, which would benefit Lavalle and
landowners south of Guanacache. This position was supported by generic
notions of progress, economic criteria that prioritised the profits of the
large-scale wine industry over rural farmers’ mixed economy and low accumu-
lation and ethnic prejudice that maintained that only immigrants, because of
their more developed culture, knowledge and work ethic, could create a
modern wine industry and effectively use water.

The second was that Mendoza had a debt to the laguneros that could be
repaid by incorporating them into modern life as intensive agricultural produ-
cers of high-profit crops such as wine, for which irrigation should be provided
for their land. The first argument implied that rural and indigenous criollo
groups could only be cheap labour for European landowners, while the
second supported their conversion to becoming autonomous agricultural pro-
ducers. This debate was not divided along party lines but rather took place
within the government’s conservative Democratic Party.

Discrepancies were principally apparent in the press. When the drought
began to hit in the second half of 193, articles were published that demanded
the restitution of irrigation to Guanacache. An article in the newspaper La
Palabra in July 1935 mentions that the representative Armando Guevara
Civit had presented a project to the province’s House of Representatives to
build a canal from the Mendoza River to the Lagunas del Rosario with the cap-
acity to irrigate 10,000 hectares: ‘to carry out a project so fundamental for the
irrigation of the north of Lavalle [the article commented enthusiastically] there
is no doubt that the distant inhabitants of this part of Mendoza have received,

5¢ “La cuestion del agua en Jocoli’, La Libertad, 23 March 1929; “El interventor nacional realizé
una gira por el departamento de Lavalle, intereséndose especialmente por la situacion de los
colonos alemanes’, La Libertad, » July 1929, ‘Vecinos de Lavalle entrevistaron ayer al super-
intendente de irrigacién’, Los Andes, 3 Dec. 1930; ‘Ha sido solucionada la situacién de los
regantes de Jocoli’, 17 Nov. 1933, La Libertad; ‘El problema del riego en Jocoli’, La
Libertad, 13 Dec. 1933; ‘La colonizacién en Jocoli’, La Palabra, 23 Dec. 1935; ‘La
comisién investigadora de los desagiies de Jocoli’, La Palabra, 18 Jan. 1936, ‘:Dénde estin
los hombres que quieren el bien de Lavalle?’, E/ Tulumaya, 20 Feb. 1936.
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with uncontainable joy, the news that the province feels inclined to promote a
cultivation plan through the extension of the irrigation system’.57 This canal
would provide water to 4,000 hectares in the districts of San José and
Asunci6n, through which Lavalle would regain ‘the great importance it had
some 40 years ago before the irrigation system suffered a serious setback that
led to its current decline’ and increase the value of its land.s8

Five months later, La Prensa published another article that, while support-
ing water for Guanacache, also blamed its inhabitants of the loss of cultivated
areas and irrigation infrastructure.

In this area there is a population that in another time had a significant source of
resources, agriculture. The crops began to be lost gradually, given the difficulties in
maintaining the irrigation systems, due to the inhabitants’ rudimentary means and
lack of technical consultation, for which they were unable to carry out the necessary
projects to avoid the above-mentioned problems.s?

The article blamed the laguneros for the final drying up of their lands, exon-
erating the state for not building or maintaining irrigation infrastructure. Yet
at the same time it recognised the existence of an old and prosperous area of
irrigated land, without ever explaining how the laguneros had been able to
develop it, despite their alleged lack of agricultural ability.

Two days later, the same newspaper proposed a plan to colonise the district
of Jocoli by relocating European families to join other European immigrants.
The ‘beautiful initiative” was suggested by a conservative former superintend-
ent of irrigation who promoted the urbanisation of the district by parcelling
land in an area where he believed water was abundant.®°

The following day, another article was published on inhabitants of Lagunas
del Rosarios’ petitions to the governor ‘to restore canals that were once used to
irrigate these lands, which are considered to be very fertile’. According to the
article, the canals had been forgotten due to lack of maintenance and neglect
by the inhabitants as they began to focus on livestock. It suggested that it was
better to restore irrigation to Guanacache because ‘Lavalle would regain the
importance it had in a distant era and trade and traffic with the city would
increase significantly’.¢!

According to the article, the executive branch had addressed the petition
and ordered studies to be done in order to create a budget for the project,
even though it was the duty of the provincial legislature to concede new
water rights that were not already registered by the superintendent of irriga-
tion. This insinuation of the likelihood of a water concession before the Ley

57

‘Lagunas del Rosario y San José¢ tendran agua de regadio’, La Palabra, 13 July193s.

58 Ibid.

“Tratese de restituir el sistema de riego en Lagunas del Rosario’, La Prensa, 21 Dec. 1935.
‘La colonizacién en Jocoli’, La Palabra, 23 Dec. 1935.

‘Por el departamento de Lavalle’, La Palabra, 24 Dec. 1935.
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de Aguas is very important because it would have given a decisive legitimacy
and legality to the laguneros’s demands, insofar as the Ley de Aguas established
that canals and water rights prior to the law supported providing continuous
water rights.

While the article presents the laguneros as active subjects demanding water
from the executive power, it again blames them for the decline of the canals,
instead of highlighting the fact that they had built and maintained the canals
in the first place. In the same way, the lack of maintenance of their irrigation
system and the change to livelihoods based on livestock were not attributed to
the progressive lack of water but rather to a ‘cultural’ rejection of productive
work.

As the drought progressed, the San Juan press discussed demands for other
irrigation canals in Guanacache, but shifted the cause to social factors and local
responsibilities.

A picture of desolation emerged: fields of crops lost for lack of water, houses aban-
doned by inhabitants in the face of unrewarded efforts, lines of dead trees [...] and
the case of Guanacache reflects what happened in other districts. In these areas
more or less abundant water supported an increase in agriculture that led to the for-
mation of population centres that quickly transformed those places.®>

Meanwhile, the activities of the first people to begin improvement projects
were imitated by their neighbours, who owned estates to the west and used
up the available water. With more consumers, the amount was insufficient
and led to the loss of plantations and the exodus of families.

Three days before the arrival of the laguneros to the capital, during the
height of the drought in November 1937, the pro-government newspaper
Los Andes published articles on the desperate situation of the rural inhabitants
of the region but avoided openly referring to Mendoza or San Juan. An article
titled, ‘Caravans of men travel around the province’, for example, did not
discuss Mendoza but rather the situation in another province, Santiago del
Estero, where there was significant emigration of people in search of water
and entire groups that robbed trains for water used by the locomotives.®?
Three days later, as we mentioned at the beginning of this article, the news-
paper covered the arrival of more than 100 laguneros at the city of
Mendoza, who were going through a similar catastrophe, without a hint of
their troubles or demands.

The naturalist Carlos Rusconi affirmed soon after that the objective of the
trip was to protest against the plundering of their resources and demand
the return of their lands and above all resolution of the pressing problem of
the lack of water.®* As we saw at the beginning of this article, the newspaper
2 “Problema que se agrava’, Nuevo Diario, 23 Jan. 1936.

 ¢Caravanas de hombres recorren la provincia’, Los Andes, 14 Nov. 1937.
6 . . o
* Rusconi, Poblaciones pre y post bispdnicas, p. 111.
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highlighted that the visit had been the result of a government project of the
tourism ministry so that inhabitants of distant rural areas could get to know
the provincial capital.®s In the same sense, the administrative report of
1935—38 of Governor Guillermo Cano attributed this to a policy of integra-
tion and social work with subaltern populations of the province, giving his ad-
ministration a touch of popularity.®®

At the request of the executive power, the DGI filed a report on the value of
restoring irrigation to the districts of Lagunas del Rosario, Asuncién and San
José.¢” Dated 28 December 1937 in Lagunas del Rosario, the text discusses the
hydrography and existing irrigation systems, making it the first and only official
allusion to the presence of artificial irrigation in the area. ‘In the period in
which rivers fed the wetlands, inhabitants of the area maintained appreciable
extensions of farmland watered by a primitive irrigation system, which was the
only system possible given the characteristics of the terrain’.®8

Undercutting portrayals of the laguneros’ ineptitude, the report mentions
the existence of canals and concedes that they were difficult to build, not
only because of the presence of dunes, but also because the very slight slope
meant they had to draw water from the river well upstream. This was what
the inhabitants had done, as the report recognises, based on visible remains
of old canals® that were fed from the Mendoza and Desaguadero Rivers.
The text confirms our own field survey that there was a 10-km-long canal
that was rehabilitated for the last time in 1925.7° However, it only partially
reports the extension of the canals, as we measured the principal canal as
twice as long, complemented by other canals in a network stretching west,
much further from the river than the report suggests.

The report is not ultimately supportive of maintaining irrigation in
Guanacache, but its conclusions are contradictory. The first conclusion is
that due to lack of water in the Mendoza River (due to the increase of irriga-
tion upstream) it would be pointless to repair canals, which would provide an
ephemeral solution at a high cost. But on the same page it says that, however
irregularly, water does reach Guanacache. The second conclusion is based on
engineering and demography, saying that it is worth adding new irrigated
areas near existing ones and population centres. The report assumes that
neither factor was true for Guanacache. In spite of this assumption, the
report characterises irrigated areas as ‘ancient and vast’ and says ‘these lands

‘Visita de pobladores lejanos’, Los Andes, 17 Nov. 1937.
Gobierno de Mendoza, Informe de Gestion de Guillermo Cano, 1938, p. 150.
Provincia de Mendoza, Departamento General de Irrigacion, Memoria asio 1937, ‘Lagunas del
Rosario, 28 de diciembre de 1937’ by E. Giménez, pp. 177—s.
68 7.
Ibid., p. 181.
% Ibid., pp- 181—2.
7° Ibid., p. 184.
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had more population than other areas of agricultural colonisation such as
Jocoli y Gustavo André’.

It is clear that the fundamental reason for denying the construction (or, as
the report correctly says, reconstruction) of the main canal to bring water to
Guanacache is a crude statement at the end of the text: the fear that recognis-
ing laguneros’ water rights would take control away from the DGI to send
water to other areas. ‘If it is decided to reconstruct this canal to momentarily
alleviate the inhabitants’ problem, this would not include recognition of rights
to the water in the rivers, as the granting of this right could be very inconveni-
ent for future projects aimed at making a holistic use of the Mendoza River.’7!

The lack of political will to recognise the laguneros’ water right seems to
explain another aspect of the report: the vagueness with which the irrigation
systems are dated. Although there are abundant allusions to their ‘antiquity’
a date is never mentioned, which is probably a careful avoidance of dates
before 1884 when the Ley de Aguas came into effect. As we saw above, the
Ley de Aguas requires the recognition of water rights to lands with irrigation
prior to the law. In addition, there are sporadic allusions to local irrigation
areas as potential ‘new’ areas.

The implicit and recurring denial of the existence of irrigation systems that
pre-date the Ley de Aguas cannot be explained without considering the fear of
recognising laguneros’ water rights and by extension, that the water had been
illegally expropriated. On the other hand, in the same year that this report was
published, the DGI granted periodic water rights upstream in Jocoli, allowing
people there to open a canal which they named, as a synecdoche of their
triumph, the ‘Progress’ canal.

The decision to deny infrastructure and water rights in Guanacache took
place alongside the barbarisation and indigenisation of its inhabitants by pro-
vincial elites. In 1939 the newspaper Los Andes published an article called,
“The inhabitants of the wetlands of Guanacache scrape out a pitiful existence
that deserves the attention of the government.’7>

The article describes the laguneros’ situation as terminal and irreversible
given their indigenous origin and ‘ethnic composition’. It begins by recount-
ing that this ‘productive inland sea’ or ‘Egypt in Cuyo’ once supplied the city
with large quantities of horses and cattle as well as fish and ‘an innumerable
quantity of wheat’. Later it explains the area’s decline as the result of other
cultivated areas emerging and (beginning in 1885) the arrival of the railway,
which promoted the growth of the wine industry that demanded more and
more water from the rivers. After explaining these external causes, it ascribes
the inevitable failure of the area to the laguneros’ ethnic characteristics:

7" Ibid., p. 185. Emphasis added.
7* ‘Los pobladores de las lagunas de Guanacache arrastran una penosa existencia que debe
merecer la atencién del gobierno’, Los Andes, 16 April 1939.
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The increasing progress of Mendoza and San Juan deprived [the laguneros] of the
water they treasured and considered a gift from heaven. What has been gained with
the change is beyond doubt and should be treated as the most splendid victory in
the rational work against the blind forces of nature. If they had water, the
Guanacache wetlands would be worth more and would produce more material
benefits than one thousand hectares of wine grapes in the Department of Lujan.
Thinking of taking a single drop from the large-scale crops to try to give life to the
lagoon area would be bad business, despite the inhabitants’ frank opinion to the con-
trary. Should this interesting socio-economic problem be written off as an unpleasant
local expense for a significant overall benefit?73

The use of water by the laguneros was attributed to divine providence: ‘the
blind forces of nature’ and not to their work, knowledge and irrigation infra-
structure, giving way to the association between nature, primitivism and
indigeneity.

Unfortunately for all of this extensive work, the area’s ethnic composition (Hispano—
Huarpe) is incompatible with the habitual rhythms of the rest of the population of
Mendoza. There is a true psychological abyss between the /lagunero and the active
contract vineyard worker in the Department of Maipu, for example [...] While it
is true that young people who still roam around these fields without water could emi-
grate and look for work in friendlier places: but it would always be a foreign element,
unstable, that would cause more harm than good [...] All Laguneros were born to live
off raising rustic cattle. It will be that way forever, following their tradition of many
centuries, the most backward part of Cuyo, of primitive habits, crystalized in their
quiet, routine lives. Today they can be seen in an accentuated state of resignation
and abandonment.7#

When the 100 laguneros arrived at the capital in 1937, Rusconi said that they
moved the intellectual and civic sphere and many thought they saw the
‘ancient Huarpes’ in these visitors.”s Invoking the supposedly Huarpe condi-
tion of the laguneros to explain their decadence and environmental tragedy
coincided with the emergence of intellectual debates on the existence of the
Huarpe race and its remnants. As we have discussed elsewhere,”® between
the 1920s and 194o0s, scientists, travellers, men of letters and artists turned
to imaginary Huarpes either to explain the inadaptability to progress of the
rural inhabitants of the lagoons or to glorify them as a folkloric substrate of
Cuyo. This was a parallel construction and was contradicted by the supposedly
scientific financing of the idea of the extinction of the Huarpes and also the
sublimation of an origin myth of the communities of Mendoza and San Juan.

7% ‘Los pobladores de lagunas de Guanacache’.

74 Ibid.

75 Rusconi, Poblaciones pre y post hispdnicas, p. 111.

7¢ Escolar, Los dones étnicos de la nacion, pp. 6383, 157-83, 219-23; ‘¢Mestizaje sin mestizos?:
etnogénesis huarpe, campo intelectual y “regimenes de visibilidad” en Cuyo, 1920-1940°,
Anuario IEHS, Instituto de Estudios Histdrico-Sociales, 21 (2006), pp. 151—79.
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At the end of the 1930s, a well-known DGI official, engineer Galilo Vitali,

suggested a way of reinstating water to Guanacache and invoked the ‘neces-
sities that the aboriginal population of this region require, the last remnants
of the Huarpe race, are being extinguished due to the progress that has
deprived them of the indispensable elements of their lifeways and existence:
water’.”7 Mindful of the hard conservative hegemony of the times, he
quickly added that ‘the project should not be considered out of a simple sen-
timent that would help avoid the aborigines’ final abandonment of the area
(the last of the Huarpes) but rather as a means to prevent the dunes from ad-
vancing into the most distant irrigated areas, which affects the oasis’.?
Pointing to the natural threat of the desert to the oasis was perhaps the
only way Vitali thought he could defend the laguneros. Given the opposition
of the rest of the officials of the DGI, the proposal was not carried out.

Returning to the ideas presented in the introduction, we see that by the
mid-1940s the totemic association between the laguneros—Huarpes had crys-
talised. In July 1946, the DGI superintendent took office under a Peronist pro-
vincial and national government. In his acceptance speech he said:

Water as a part of irrigation should be considered in terms of the land’s possibilities,
and in turn, the land should be considered in terms of its social value based on a
mathematic economic programme [...] Without ready farmers and statistics of
crops and production of the lands, water is a gift [...] It would be useless to water
a desert with nobody to cultivate crops.”®

We have demonstrated how the supposed cultural failure to adapt to
progress, a result of the indigeneity or Huarpe-ness of the lagoon people,
was used as an argument to delegitimise their demands for irrigation.
Making the laguneros invisible by replacing them with the terms ‘desert’
(water would be given to a ‘desert’, not to people) was not naive rhetoric.
The laguneros were subsumed within the term ‘desert” and characterised as
antagonists who would strive for water against the immigrants. The desert,

77 This involved, on one hand, redirecting the Tunuyan River to Guanacache and then to the
fields as well as rebuilding natural dams downstream from Guanacache. Vitali believed that
the destruction of these dams was an additional cause of the wetlands drying up. Vitali,
Hidrologia mendocina, p. 151.

Vitali, Hidrologia mendocina, p. 205.

“The era is over of water being used to cover up shady business, Mr. Angel C. Cremaschi told
us’, Ultimas Noticias, 10 June 1946. Cremaschi was the superintendent of the DGI at the
time. Three months later, he met with landowners who used irrigation in Lavalle, a group
principally represented by Mr. Montalto, who explained the principal problems of irrigation
in the area. His presentation focused on the need for construction projects that would solve
the flooding problems in the properties of southern Guanacache. He was completely preju-
diced against the inhabitants of Guanacache and the projects he proposed were meant to
direct water to dry lands and further centralise water in the hands of landowners.

78
79
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Figure 5. The Wetlands of Guanacache: Current Opening of a Canal at the
Mendoza River to Attempt to Irrigate Part of the District of San José

Source: Leticia Saldi, 2009.

as Vitali indicated, was not a neutral empty space but rather a monster that
threatened the integrity of the oasis.®°

In the middle of the twentieth century, the lagunero population that briefly
became visible as ‘Indian” and then Huarpes, was finally made invisible when
they were replaced by their metonymic equivalent, the ‘desert’. Their indi-
geneity was used to justify, in a narrative of progress, the expropriation of
the laguneros and the desertification of their territory. It was the master key
for exonerating the province of the obligation to send water to those lands
as it explained the expropriation of water as the result of rational decisions,
objectives, techniques and ethnicities. The idea of the Huarpe identity of
the laguneros befell the same fate as the water in their canals and their irriga-
tion systems. In the same period, they were made visible for a fleeting instant,

8 These images are still used forcefully in local theories of desertification, which treat the
culture and social conditions of the lagoon people as a force of ecological deterioration,
which would justify intervention, technical control and external policies in environmental
management. Other sources we can mention are ‘Oasis y desierto en el norte de
Mendoza, Argentina’, in A. Fernandez Cirelli and Elena Abraham (eds.), E/ agua en
Iberoamérica, vol. 11: uso y gestion del agua en tierras secas (Mendoza: CYTED, 2005),
pp. 11—24; Elena Abraham, ‘Lucha contra la desertificacién en las tierras secas de
Argentina. El caso de Mendoza’, in Elena Abraham and Alicia Ferndndez Cirelli (eds.), £/
agua en Iberoamérica, vol. 17: de la escasez a la desertificacidn (Mendoza: CYTED, 2002),
pp- 27-44.
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and then their inexistence, or the need for their timely disappearance, was

declared.

Conclusions

We have examined the history of the distribution of water in northern
Mendoza from the end of the nineteenth century to the first half of the twen-
tieth century, a crucial period that saw the arrival of European immigration,
the consolidation of the provincial state and the development of the wine in-
dustry. We analysed the drying up of the Guancache wetlands and the struggle
it led to. We discussed perceptions of the environment as a dichotomy between
oasis and desert and the notion that geographic distribution is a consequence
of natural or rational decisions.

We also explored how these categories and narratives were built around and
in fact still help build a legitimising discourse for the unjust distribution of
water in Mendoza. In this way, the powerful image of the history of
Mendoza as a war between the oasis and desert hides the socially conflictive
element of appropriating water and the role of political actors and social
groups in imposing, resisting or legitimising its distribution, use and access.
The laguneros not only possessed crops and complex water management tech-
niques but also had their own network of canals before the 1884 Ley de Aguas,
which is still in effect today, and requires legally recognising pre-existing canal
systems.

The decline of these irrigation systems in the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries did not have fundamentally environmental causes but rather
social and political ones. First, there was increased demand for water and
natural resources in the Mendoza River basin from the growing wine industry
and the growing cities. Second, the development of an immigration policy by
state officials materially and symbolically favoured Europeans to the detriment
of criollo and indigenous populations. Third, the fundamental factor, the mo-
bilisation of ethnic prejudices worked to legitimise the appropriation of water
for European immigrants or criollos that the elite considered ‘white’. As we
have seen in the debates and projects surrounding Guanacache during the
water crisis of the 1930s, the existence of rights and concrete petitions by
the laguneros were opposed by instilling the notion of their technical and cul-
tural inferiority, closely tied to their indigenous condition.

The marking of an indigenous identity, which originated in a romantic dis-
course of a few local intellectuals and in a territorial and ethnic discourse of the
laguneros, was then converted into an implicit argument for denying them
water rights. This move made it possible to ‘prevent’ any violation of water
rights and the requirement of the Ley de Aguas to legally recognise pre-existing
canals and irrigation infrastructure. This ethno-ecological discourse was based
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not only on the unequal distribution of water and the environmental confi-
guration of the oasis of northern Mendoza but also on the subsequent natur-
alisation of this process.

Arguments of indigeneity were quickly replaced with the fetishised image of
the very desert as a territory—people entity that essentially reflected the attri-
butes and rights of the civilised. The ‘desert’ was established as a natural
object set against the oasis as the centre of civilisation, progress and culture.
Both spaces were moralised so that the desert reflected the bad, dirty, irrational
and monstrous while the oasis represented the good, beautiful, rational and
just. This dynamic consolidated the naturalised images of the ‘desert’ not
simply as an area without water, but essentially a territory without rights to
water, forever forgetting the political nature of this development.

In spite of all this, the memory of the lakes, fish, forests, canals and culti-
vated fields now inspires the lagoon people to again campaign for the irrigation
canals of Guanacache to be re-opened, which is at the same time one of the
principal foundations of their collective identity. Rights to water, like the
Huarpes themselves, have not been extinguished by rhetoric (Figure s).
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