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Abstract 

Since 1991, the governments of Argentina and Paraguay have constructed a series of 

canals on the Pilcomayo River with the aim of ‘ordering’ the shifting course of this river 

and, consequently, the international border delimited along it. Yet these canals have 

created a cycle of droughts and floods in both countries and an on-going international 

incident. In this paper, my aim is to analyze how the indigenous population on the 

Argentinean side has experienced these state attempts to control the Pilcomayo. First, I 

examine the political responses of various groups of the area, who for the  most part have 

interpreted the canals as an intrusive and threatening form of state control over their main 

means of subsistence: fishing in the river. Second and more important, I explo re how for 

these groups the semantic connection between the river and the borderline has turned the 

Pilcomayo into a place associated with strong, often utopian, meanings of autonomy.  What 

are the geopolitical, cultural, and ideological implications of changes in the course of a 

river which is the base of an international border, as is the case of the Pilcomayo River in 

the Gran Chaco? How does this mobility affect the tendency of nation-states to immobilize 

and naturalize their borders? How do the indigenous groups living near the Pilcomayo  

experience the attempts by the state to control the course of a river which is the base of their 

livelihood? In this paper, my aim is to answer these questions focusing on events triggered 

by the construction of a series of canals by the governments of Argentina and Paraguay 

with the aim of ‘ordering’ the flow of the Pilcomayo and, consequently, the border 

delimited along its course.1 Most importantly, I am interested in the  indigenous groups’ 

political and cultural experiences of these processes, as they are defined in tension with the 

agendas and policies of state institutions. Thus, I will look at the case of Wichí and 

especially Toba groups directly and indirectly affected by the construction of the canals, 

focusing on the connection between their responses to them and their view of the 

Pilcomayo River as a place of relative autonomy vis-à-vis more powerful social actors. A 

central point in this paper is not only that despite processes of globalization borders 

continue being politically charged spaces, but also that these spaces shape in manifold 

ways local forms of cultural production (Gupta and Ferguson 1997; Wilson and Donnan 

1998).  Why is the Pilcomayo prone to changing its course? This river carries a huge 

amount of sediment from its sources in the Bolivian Andes, and due to the very low 
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gradient of the Chaco plains its waters move eastward very slowly. Consequently, the river 

regularly obstructs its own riverbed with sediment, and the annual flooding 

(December-May) usually provokes overflows. In moments of acute sedimentation, these 

floods can provoke course changes in certain sections of the river. For the nationstates that 

delineated part of their international borders along the Pilcomayo —Argentina, Paraguay, 

and Bolivia— this irregular pattern has been a recurrent geopolitical problem. In the letter 

of international documents, the 1878 Hayes verdict between Argentina and Paraguay and 

the 1889 treaty between Argentina and Bolivia (Porcelli 1991), this borderline was 

delimited along the so-called ‘main arm’ (brazo principal) of the river. In those days, 

however, none of these nation-states had effective political and  military control of the 

margins of the Pilcomayo in the Chaco, and this region was still under the dominion of 

indigenous groups such as the Pilagás, Tobas, Nivaklés, Wichís, and Chorotes. This 

situation began to change early in the twentieth century, when the Argentinean army 

gradually ‘pacified’ these groups and established its first permanent forts on the Pilcomayo. 

During several decades, however, in the Patiño marshes —where the Pilcomayo spread in 

large swamps and changing water courses— the very identification of the ‘main arm’ and 

consequently of the  border with Paraguay became an unresolved problem. It was only in 

1945, when Argentina and Paraguay signed a treaty covering a disputed area of the Patiño 

marshes, that the borderline along the Pilcomayo was fully  delimited.2 From then on, the 

border was marked in situ through topographic measurements and border marks (mojones); 

consequently, the irregular course of the Pilcomayo did not involve the demarcation of the  

state borderline. But the course changes continued to affect populations  who occupied 

lands contiguous to the border as well as the distribution of water to the two countries. As a 

result, these changes in the course of the Pilcomayo continued to be a problem of ‘national 

sovereignty.’   

 

From River to Marshlands: Re-locations and Canalization  

The Argentinean borderline with Paraguay along the Pilcomayo is predominantly located 

within the province of Formosa, one of the poorest in the country. In the northwest of this 

province, most lands are either owned by the government or have been granted in title to 

the aborígenes, the term used regionally to refer to indigenous groups. The livelihood of 
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the aborígenes of this area, Wichís and Tobas, is based on foraging and fishing in the 

Pilcomayo, seasonal wage labour, various forms of petty commodity production, and 

(since the 1980s) a number of government jobs and p ensions. Most aborígenes live next to 

Criollo settlers who arrived in the area in the early twentieth century, and currently live in 

poverty as small cattle herders. In the 1970s and 1980s, the settlement patterns of 

aborígenes and settlers in northwestern Formosa were severely affected by changes in the 

course of the Pilcomayo. Given the sedimentation of this river, the marshes in its middle 

and lower course (today called Bañado La Estrella, heir of the now dry Estero Patiñ o) 

began to expand upstream and  to overflow the old riverbed. 3 Moreover, the water began 

flowing to the  southeast of the old course of the river, following a direction that does not 

coincide with the borderline. As a result, several villages and hamlets in Formosa were 

flooded and destroyed: among them Misión El Toba, Sombrero Negro, Misión El Carmen, 

Puerto Yrygoyen, Misión El Yuto, and Misión San Andrés, a process which provoked the 

massive relocalization of the Wichí, Toba, and Criollo populations of the area.4 As the  

marshes shifted their course south of the international border, important tract s of lan d in 

Argentinean territory were now located across the  Pilcomayo waters, directly connected to 

Paraguayan territory.  By December 1990, the advance of the marshes upstream was so  

significant that in the province of Formosa the Pilcomayo flowed as a river for only thirty 

kilometres (La Nación 15/12/1990). Aiming at reversing this situation, in 1991 the 

governments of Argentina, Paraguay, and Bolivia  approved a project of hydraulic works in 

the area where the river spread into marshes: near the site of María Cristina (Ramón Lista, 

Formosa) in Argentina, and estancia La Dorada (Boquerón) in Paraguay.5 This project, 

known as ‘Proyecto Pantalón’ (or ‘of controlled sedimentation’) implied the construction 

of two canals forming a ‘Y,’ with the aim of deriving the flow of water evenly between 

Argentina and Paraguay (cf. Benítez Rickmann 1993: 133, 135). The most paradoxical 

effect of this first attempt by Argentina and Paraguay to ‘order’ the river, and as a result the  

borderline, was an increase in tension between the two countries.   

 

‘They are Stealing a River’: The Drought in the Paraguayan Chaco (1992-1994) 

During 1991, the Paraguayan canal was built with serious flaws, a nd consequently with the 

annual floods of early 1992 most waters entered into the Argentinean canal (Hoy 27/3/1993; 
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La Mayan 20/6/1996). This situation created a sharp drought in the Paraguayan Chaco and 

triggered a serious diplomatic incident, in which the Paraguayan government put steady 

pressure on Argentina to close its own canal. These tensions arose at the very moment 

when Mercosur (Mercado Común del Sur), the free-trade agreement between the countries 

of the southern cone of South America, was emerging as a powerful force in the region. In 

a Paraguayan newspaper, a journalist pointed out this paradox in heated and nationalist 

terms:  

 

They are stealing nothing less than a river, they are condemning a vast area to 

desertification and cattle to death, and they are violating the sovereignty of a 

country in the most irritating way, because this is taking place in a phase of 

integration and common markets enthusiastically proclaimed and scandalously 

attacked (Notices 21/3/1993, my translation).  

 

 Furthermore, at that time the Head of the Paraguayan Army referred to the 

Argentinean actions as a ‘usurpation.’ He also announced that the  armed forces were 

‘ready to act if it is necessary’ (Nuevo Diario 6/4/1993). In this climate of tension, in April 

1993 the two governments reached a new agreement, after which the Paraguayan team 

built a new canal and the  Argentinean one limited the flow of water into its own canal (La 

Mañana 20/6/1996; Benítez Rickmann 1993: 135). The bi-national commission 

supervising the works also began studying a new project complementary to  the canals to be 

located downstream from María Cristina, called ‘Proyecto interceptor’ (‘Interceptor 

Project’). This plan —which remains unimplemented even to this day (1999)— includes 

the construction of an intercepting dam with two accesses, one in each territory, ‘which 

would guarantee an even and controlled distribution of the flows’ (Acta de la  Comisión 

Bilateral, cited by Benítez Rickmann 1993: 138).  

 As an unintended effect of the works conducted in María Cristina since 1993, 

however, the Pilcomayo began flowing almost exclusively into  the Paraguayan canal in 

1995. In the Paraguayan Chaco, regions previously affected by severe drought were 

completely flooded. Thus the drought, and with it the image of threatened borders, moved 

to the Argentinean side.  
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‘Without our Food We’re Screwed’: The Drought in Formosa (1995-1996) 

By the middle of 1995, the volume of water entering into the basin of the  bañado La Etrella 

was very low, and the subsequent drought severely affected the northwest of the province 

of Formosa, involving a population of 12,000 aborígenes and Criollos. This time, it was 

the Argentinean government’s turn to demand the respect of its sovereignty. The Minister 

of Foreign Affairs declared in October 1995 that the problem of the Pilcomayo:  

 

is something that affects an Argentinean province and has very little public diffusion, 

but the government is willing to face the problem … It is a question of sovereignty. 

The problem of sovereignty exists not only with the Malvinas (Falklands), but also in 

Formosa (La Nación 2/10/1995, my translation).  

 

 Whereas in Paraguay the national media emphasized the tensions associated with 

the canals in the Pilcomayo, in Argentina the issue had public impact only in the province 

of Formosa. Even at the peak of tensions with Paraguay, the Buenos Aires media referred 

to the issue only occasionally. This relative ‘invisibility’ is linked, first, to the fact that the  

Pilcomayo River occupies a very secondary place in the Argentinean imaginings of its own 

national borders, especially vis-à-vis other border areas densely charged with symbols of 

sovereignty like Patagonia. Secondly, whereas in Paraguay the groups affected by the 

drought were large and powerful cattle ranchers, on the Argentinean side they were 

indigenous groups and Criollo settlers living in conditions of poverty and  who had little 

capacity to influence public opinion in Buenos Aires.  

 In this context of relative invisibility at a national level, the lack of water had a deep 

impact on dozens of indigenous villages and hamlets that depend directly for their 

subsistence on the marshes of the Pilcomayo and  their resources. In the area inhabited by 

the Tobas of western Formosa, about 100 kilometres downstream from the canals at María 

Cristina, the annual floods of the Pilcomayo usually arrive in mid or late December. In 

January 1996, the marshlands had totally dried out. This affected not only the availability 

of drinking water in some hamlets, but also left most people without their most basic means 

of subsistence: fish. In those months, most Tobas lived in precarious conditions gathering 
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wild fruits, hunting yacarés (alligators) stranded in the now dried-out marshes, and relying 

on storebought food distributed by those who have public jobs. In the second half of 

February, part of the belated floods arrived in the area and alleviated the  most severe 

consequences of the drought. But during 1996 the productivity of fishing was very low, 

and the precarious living conditions persisted for several months. Condensing the Tobas’ 

fears about the fate of the Pilcomayo, a middle-aged man living in poverty told me early in 

February 1996: ‘In the marshes we have the fish, the fruits, the honey. If we don’t have fish, 

what are we going to give our children? Without food of our own we’re screwed.’  

 But probably the most remarkable feature of the Tobas’ experience of the drought 

was the way many interpreted its causes. When the drought began, most Tobas knew that 

there was some connection between the  interruption of the water flow and the construction 

of the canals upstream.  However, most did not see the latter as an attempt, even if 

unsuccessful, to solve the problem of the irregularity of the Pilcomayo’s course. By 

contrast, many Tobas began arguing that the drought was the intentional result of a 

government plan to redirect the course of the river. According to  this initial interpretation, 

those works upstream were viewed not as ‘canals’ but as some sort of obstacle which was 

‘stopping’ the flow of water. In a suffocating afternoon of February 1996, a man in his 

seventies told me, while we were chatting about the drought: ‘Maybe it’s the government 

that wants to kill us all.’  

 

‘They’ve Closed the River’: or the ‘Business’ of the Water 

It was only after hearing this man refer to this ‘government plan’ that I  began reinterpreting 

many Tobas’ reading of the works in María Cristina. At first, I had disregarded these views 

as the result of people’s ‘lack of information’ about what was ‘in fact’ going on upstream. 

However, as those arguments became salient in daily chats and discussions, they began 

acquiring to me the shape of a perception deeply nourished by the Tobas’  historical 

experiences. The Tobas remember very well that the first state institution to arrive in their 

territories in the 1910s was the army, and that it indeed came with the aim of ‘killing’ them. 

Even though in the 1990s the  clashes with the military were remembered as something of 

the past, many Tobas have maintained a strong mistrust towards ‘the government,’ 
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currently exacerbated by forms of political manipulation carried out by the provincial 

government during election periods.  

 These past and current experiences of the state created a fertile ground for the 

development of ‘conspiracy theories’ about the canals upstream. These interpretations also 

involved the other nation-states participating in the configuration of the international 

border. The same man I quoted above continued with his interpretation of ‘the closure of 

the river’ as follows:  

 

They say over there they’ve closed the river down, I don’t know where in Bolivia. 

I’ve heard the comment not from a person, but from the radio. There will be no water 

for three years. Only in three years will [the water] come in. We’re saying that it’s 

very bad the government. They want to kill us. Who wants to kill you? I don’t know, 

somebody in the direction of Bolivia. Maybe the government has already made 

business with Bolivia, with Paraguay. That’s why the water has gone to Paraguay. 

 

 Among some people, this idea of a ‘business’ was more elaborately developed. A 

forty-year old man with a job in the local municipality, and today an active member of the 

Anglican Church, told me that people were commenting that President Menem (President 

of Argentina between 1989 and 1999) had ‘sold’ the river in an agreement with the 

government of Paraguay:  

 

The comments say that [President] Menem sold the river, because [he says  that] 

those who live over here are all the aborígenes who don’t know how to work, who 

aren’t going to sell the fish, who don’t pay taxes. That’s what people are 

commenting … [The government says that] it’s better if the river passes over there, 

that they’re going to sell fish over there. Then, it seems that they’re going to harvest 

money ... And the Paraguayans, then they send  part of the money [to the Argentinean 

government]. Because if the river  passes over here, we’re going to fish all day long 

and they aren’t going to  get any money. Because we eat, we don’ t sell. Then, they say 

it’s better that we don’t eat fish.  
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 It is noteworthy that a common theme in this and other accounts is the idea of 

‘businesses’ associated with the change in the river course: of clearly capitalist ventures 

openly excluding the aborígenes because of their  location in the cultural, social, and class 

antipodes of ‘the whites’ and ‘the  rich.’ These ‘conspiracy theories’ have roots in actual 

historical processes: first, the Tobas’ experience of having been systematically exploited 

and dispossessed by ‘the government’ and ‘the rich’ and, second, the particularly sharp 

dynamic of exclusion acquired by capitalism in Argentina in the 1990s, where President 

Menem has indeed privatized most public assets and spaces.  

 It is also significant that many Tobas’ appraisals of the drought included a 

nationalist tone that laid blame on ‘the Paraguayans.’ A man in his mid-forties, active in 

local politics, told me: ‘The paisanos [aborígenes] in El Protrillo say that we have to go to 

war against the Paraguayans, because they’re stopping the water. Here, there’re also some 

who say that we have to go to war.’ This axis of conflict did not replace the explanations  

blaming the Argentinean government for the drought. Rather, these different accounts 

coexisted in a contradictory and ambiguous fashion. For the Tobas, those to blame were 

simultaneously ‘the Paraguayans,’ ‘the government,’ ‘Bolivia,’ and ‘Menem.’ 

 At the beginning of 1996, I visited El Potrillo —Departamento  Ramón Lista, 

seventy kilometres upstream— and I confirmed that the Wichís of this village had similar 

interpretations of the drought, even though they had more information on the canals than 

the Tobas due to their  proximity to María Cristina. At a Sunday service, for instance, a 

Wichí Anglican priest blamed the canals for the drought using biblical terms: ‘I’ve been 

thinking that there’s been a river for almost two thousand years, and now the river doesn’t 

go like before. So many canals are messing up (perjudican) the river. The river doesn’t 

know where to go. This happens because men want to do things like God.’ These 

references to canals which ‘mess up’ the river illuminate another opinion then widespread 

among the aborígenes of the area: that the river should be left alone, as it was before, 

without changing its course or interfering with it through artificial means. Condensing this 

view, a Toba leader said in public in a meeting held in May 1996 in El Potrillo, after 

hearing a detailed technical account of the canals: ‘Can’t the river be left as it is? The river 

should be left alone.’  
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 Rather than reflecting a sort of ‘environmental’ sensitivity,6 I believe that this 

attitude expresses a process of cultural production based on the defense of the river as these 

people have known it until now: as a collective place of their own which has so far not been 

submitted to the direct control of more powerful actors. Thus, for many aborígenes, the  

river, along with the bush, captures much of their identity as it exists today: an identity 

shaped by a long experience of domination and poverty in which ‘the river’ —the tewók of 

Wichís and Chorotes, the tovók of the Nivaklés, the ñachi of the Tobas— has been a crucial 

point of reference for several generations. Consequently, people viewed these large public 

works, not only aimed at controlling the natural resource that is the basis of their livelihood 

but also conducted by the state, necessarily as a threat. The  assertion that ‘the river should 

be left alone,’ in this regard, expressed people’s will to keep the river as a place of relative 

autonomy, as a place of their own which until now has been relatively free from the direct 

action of state institutions and large private companies.  While maintaining this 

suspicion towards the canals, however, many aborígenes of the region (especially in 

Ramón Lista) were aware that in order to guarantee the entry of water into Argentina some 

type of work was needed over the sections of the river blocked with sediment. However, 

rather than putting pressure on the construction of the canals ‘in the right way,’ most 

people demanded the ‘opening’ of what was ‘stopping’ the flow of water.  

 

‘The River is the Life of the Aborigen’: A Regional Political Response 

The drought in northwestern Formosa triggered a very important political mobilization at 

the regional level. This began in the most affected villages in Ramón Lista in the second 

half of 1995. People of the area carried out a meeting on the issue and sent a note to the 

Minister of Foreign Affairs, asking him ‘to take urgent measures in order to overcome this 

difficult conjuncture’ (La Nación 13/10/1995). Due to local pressure, the provincial 

government tried to dig up a new mouth to the Argentinean canal near Santa Teresa, 

upstream from María Cristina. Soon after, however, a protest by the Paraguayan 

government forced the federal government in Buenos Aires to order a halt to the works. 

This decision created heated critical reactions among the aborígenes and Criollos of the 

area, and also increased the tensions between the government of Formosa and the 

Argentinean Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 
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 Given this situation — and in spite of the belated entrance of a limited amount of 

water into Argentinean territory — in 1996 most indigenous villages of northwestern 

Formosa coordinated a joint political action, involving groups not only from Ramón Lista 

but also from the departamentos (districts) of Matacos and Bermejo. This mobilization 

coalesced in a meeting held in El Potrillo in May 1996, which attracted representatives 

from over forty Wichí hamlets, five Toba hamlets, white advisors, and a member of the 

provincial parliament. In this meeting, several indigenous leaders expressed in public their 

concern for what they saw as a threat to the river as their main means of subsistence. A 

Toba leader emphasized a notion that was recurrent in the meeting: that ‘the fish’ and ‘the 

river’ are ‘the life of the aborigen’:   

 

We have need of the water, and we also have need of the fish, because the fish are the 

life of the aborigen. The same is true of the carpincho (water  pig) which is in the 

water. That’s the nourishment of the aborigen. That’s why we the Tobas are fighting 

as well, so that they open up what they’re stopping ...  

 

 In this meeting, white advisors presented and debated the general aspects of the 

‘Proyecto Pantalón’ and the new ‘Proyecto Interceptor’.  Even though the indigenous 

delegates seemed resigned to being unable to evaluate the complex technical details of the 

hydraulic works, some of them expressed a deep distrust and opposition to these projects, 

and demanded simpler and more direct action: the opening of the Argentinean canal. As a 

Wichí leader argued with an energetic tone, in a speech loudly applauded by his peers:  

 

Now we’re going to fight. We have to form a commission that knows how to speak, 

that knows how to fight … Why do we need chalk? Or to use this blackboard [he was 

referring to the charts and drawings of the canals previously outlined by the advisors 

on a blackboard]. We want a clean up  once and for all! That’s what we want. We 

don’t want anything of this issue of the Pantalón, Pantalón [project]. Certainly we 

don’t want that! … We’re going to fight and we’re not going to give up!  
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 Along with criticisms of the national government for its unwillingness to open a 

new mouth in the Argentinean canal, many speakers expressed an openly anti-Paraguayan 

position, and blamed ‘Paraguay’ for redirecting the Pilcomayo into its own territory. This  

expresses, on the one hand, the diverse threads of conflict at play in the construction of the 

canals, and on the other hand the strong national component that the problem of the 

Pilcomayo acquired for many aborígenes of the region.  

 In this meeting at El Potrillo, people elected a ‘Commission for the  Defense of the 

Pilcomayo River,’ originally formed by fifteen Wichís delegates, three Toba delegates, and 

four white advisors. In the following days, and drawing on a concern put forward in the 

assembly, six Criollo delegates joined the commission. Given the recurrent conflicts 

between Criollos and aborígenes, this situation implied an inter-ethnic alliance previously 

unheard of in the region. This mobilization had important repercussions at the provincial 

level, especially when groups from other areas of Formosa joined in, such as ranchers and 

farmers from the mid-west and centre of the province increasingly affected by the drought. 

This growing mobilization at the provincial level and the pressure by the  government of 

Formosa on the federal government finally paid off. On 6 June 1996, President Menem 

signed a decree (604/96) authorizing funds for the opening and maintenance of a new canal 

in Argentinean territory, called Farías. In September, a private company hired by the 

government began opening the Farías canal, and by the end of the  month the first flow of 

water entered into Argentinean territory (La Mañana 20-21/9/1996). This meant the end of 

the period of crisis that had affected the entire region.  

 Among many Tobas, this crisis had contributed to their construction of utopian 

visions of the Pilcomayo, some of which were shaped by the spatial cleavage created by the 

international border.  

 

 

The River as Utopia: ‘People Won’t Come Back’ 

In early and mid-1996 (in the midst of the drought), given their relative distance from 

María Cris tina, the little news available about the canals in the Toba villages was confusing 

and contradictory. Aside from creating conspiracy theories about these works, many 

people developed expectations which illuminate many of the meanings they associate with 
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the river, foraging, and the border. Thus, drawing on rumours about the canalization, some 

people began arguing that the Pilcomayo would begin  flowing ‘like before’; that it would 

‘come back’ not as a marshland but as a  river, following its old course along the borderline. 

This old course was completely covered with sediment after the floods that affected the 

area in 1975. This flooding had forced the Tobas to relocate their hamlets ten to twenty 

kilometres further south. Consequently, since the mid -1970s the marshes have separated 

the Tobas from the dry course of the old river. And this old course marking the 

international border is today located in an area covered with thick bush and grasslands, 

inhabited only by Criollo settlers.  

 In 1996, people’s interpretations of the ‘return of the river’ were very 

heterogeneous. Some people argued that ‘the machinery’ sent to dig up the canals upstream 

would simply free the old course of sediment. Others, by contrast, argued that the river 

would return due to its own forces, and in particular that of lék: the large snake which, in 

ancient times, created the river by digging it up with his head. During the drought, people 

began arguing that maybe lék would dig up the old riverbed again. Beyond these different 

versions, everybody agreed on something: if the river returned to ‘the other side’ (la banda, 

lahegó) the poorest Tobas would abandon their hamlets and move next to the river, where 

they would live ‘a quiet life’ and ‘like before,’ fishing, hunting, and gathering honey and 

wild fruits. Additionally, most agreed that the better-off Tobas who have trabajo (jobs) in 

the government would not follow them. Emphasizing this contrast, a man in his seventies 

told me that those ‘who have nothing’ like himself would go to the river and would not 

come back:  

 

If there’s a river like before, those who have no sueldo [salary] are going to go and 

they aren’t going to come back. Thus, they’re going to live like before … When the 

river comes, people are going to get closer to the rive r. They’re going to eat fish and 

they won’t come back. They won’t come back … Those who have a sueldito, who 

have pensions, maybe they won’t go. We, those who have nothing, no pension, no 

trabajo, we’re going to go to the river.  
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 Around the same time, a man in his forties articulated a similar interpretation of the 

‘return’ of the river. Even though he had a job at the local municipality, he included himself 

among those who would ‘be present’ at that moment: ‘If there’s a river again, then, indeed, 

you can go to the river’s edge permanently. Then, we can live a quiet life, gathering honey 

every day, fishing every day. And then, we can live a quiet life… If the river is made again, 

I’m going to be present. I’m going to teach the kids.’ For other employees, however, it was 

clear that this move to live near the ‘the river’ would not include them. A teaching assistant 

told me what would happen if the river returned: ‘Those who have no sueldo are going to  

go for sure. But those of us who have sueldo, and especially those of us who have vivienda 

[brick houses] we can’t go out to live like that … Those who don’t have [jobs and vivienda], 

they can. We’ll go to fish and will return the same day.’  

 Most Tobas remember with a deep nostalgia the times ‘when there was a river,’ 

before the floods of 1975. People who lived before those days talk about them as a time of 

abundance sustained by the resources provided by collective net fishing —a technique 

which nowadays people are unable to practise due to the shallow waters of the marshes and 

the subsequent dispersion of fish. This nostalgia is further strengthened by the complex 

semantic fusion that exists for the Tobas between the river, the border, and ‘the other side.’ 

The Paraguayan bank of the Pilcomayo is nowadays occupied by large cattle ranches, to 

which some Toba men go to work on an irregular basis. But these ranches are very sparsely 

populated. Furthermore, in Paraguay the bush is less depleted and wild animals are much 

more abundant than on the Argentinean side. This is why ‘the other side’ is in the minds of 

many Tobas a place of refuge for the wild animals  and creatures that were part of the world 

of ‘the ancient ones,’ their ancestors living at the beginning of the twentieth century, before 

the settlers and the army arrived in their lands. Some of the creatures who fled to Paraguay 

are nanaikpólio (the large serpent of the bush) and wosák (‘rainbow’), today very rarely 

seen on the Argentinean side due to the ecological depletion of the bush and the ‘noise’ 

caused by the settlers, vehicles, and the oil exploration conducted in the region in the 

1980s.  

 Consequently, the border with Paraguay is for most Tobas a limit, both real and 

imagined, between the depleted bush of the present and a bush which reminds them of a 

social landscape of the past, free from domination and without Criollos. Nowadays the 



15 

river is not there anymore. But the international border is still there creating spatial and 

cultural cleavages. And people have used this cleavage to produce the notio n of ‘the other 

side’ as a sort of ‘wilderness’ charged with meanings of autonomy. In the midst of the 

uncertainty triggered by the drought, the fusion between this spatial density and the 

nostalgia for ‘the river’ created among many Tobas —in a fragmented, improvised, 

uncertain way— a semi-millenarian promise of well-being vis-à-vis conditions of poverty 

and scarcity. The river thus became a Utopia in the literal sense of the term: a ‘non-place’ 

projected beyond the marshes.  

 Throughout 1996, as the Tobas received further news on the canals and began 

seeing that there were no plans for the canalization of the old river course, their references 

to ‘the return of the river’ began to decrease and to be reformulated. In the meeting held in 

El Potrillo in May 1996,  after white advisors presented the plans of works in María Cristina, 

a Toba leader asked aloud, with a disappointed tone: ‘So, does this means that there’s no 

intention to canalize what used to be the river, as a limit?’ In February 1997, in sharp 

contrast to the drought of the previous year, the Pilcomayo flooded numerous indigenous 

hamlets, including some of the Tobas’. Because of the floods, some people continued 

referring to the possibility of the ‘return’ of the river, but now in a more ambiguous and  

sporadic way. Two years later, in May 1999, large floods once again affected the marshes 

and some Toba hamlets. With the memory of the drought to a great extent diminished, this 

time almost nobody argued that the river would return to its old course.  

 Despite this gradual dissolution of millenarian expectations among the Tobas, this 

repeated cycle of droughts and floods has recreated old  imageries about the Pilcomayo 

River, produced not only by aborígenes but also by state agencies and regionally dominant 

groups. As we shall see now, these representations are part of the particular dialectic that 

binds these actors in their everyday cultural construction of the river and the border.  

 

Conclusion: A River with a Life of its Own 

After the large flooding of the Pilcomayo in 1997, in the area of María 

Cristina sediment once again blocked the Farías canal and the Paraguayan 

canal (La Mañana 28/6/1997; ABC Color 11/6/1997). Given this situation, 

the Argentinean and Paraguayan teams began intensive work with digging 
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machines and further equipment. As part of a by then recurrent cycle, the 

distribution of water to the two countries changed once again. Whereas in 

1995/1996 the Paraguayan canal absorbed most of the water, since 1997 

and up to now (1999) the Pilcomayo flows mostly into Argentinean 

territory (ABC Color 29/7/1997; La Mañana 30-31/10/1998). This has 

created new droughts in the Paraguayan Chaco and new floods in the  

northwest of Formosa. As part of this process, the tensions and accusations 

between the governments of Argentina and Paraguay, and between the 

Argentinean Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the government of Formosa, 

continue up to the present (cf. La Mañana 27-31/10/1998). 

 This permanent capacity of the Pilcomayo River to undermine and 

defeat the attempts at controlling its course has strengthened the  

fetishization of this river in regional imaginings. It is noteworthy how state 

officials and the media have produced and reproduced the image of the 

Pilcomayo as a river with a life of its own: ‘wild’ and ‘whimsical.’ This 

fetishized image is far from new. In 1897, Ramón Lista associated the ‘wild 

savagery’ of the Pilcomayo River with that of the ‘Toba Indians’ who lived 

on its banks: 

 

 

I have briefly outlined the, we may say, dramatic history of the Pilcomayo … How 

many masculine efforts and how many sterile sacrifices! And the river of the Chaco, 

as wild and savage as the Toba Indian who lives on its banks, in the fierce unfolding 

of its instincts continues twisting its waters in misleading turns, sometimes 

overflowed and terrible, sometimes enclosed in unknown courses, always 

treacherous and implacable with those who  want to wrest its secrets from it (Lista 

1897: 600).  

 

 A century later, in 1996, one could find very similar images in Formosa newspapers, 

focused this time on the threat posed by the Pilcomayo to the local expression of 

globalization, Mercosur: 
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… the Pilcomayo River, indifferent to the agreements and negotiations among men, 

continued being loyal to its custom of changing course, depositing sediment, 

overflowing banks, retreating, becoming a truly irritating element which complicates 

the relations [between countries] and  confounds peoples who should necessarily 

walk together along the  Iberoamerican Union that we long for so much, the crucial 

basis for Mercosur (La Mañana 12/7/1996).  

 

 Indeed, these views of the Pilcomayo are created at a moment when this region of 

the Chaco is the object of growing investment in roads and  infrastructure linked to 

Mercosur. This process has its clearest expression in the construction of an international 

bridge on the Pilcomayo between Misión La Paz (Salta) and Pozo Hondo (Boquerón, 

Paraguay), a bridge  which has triggered a strong resistance among the local indigenous  

population (Gordillo and Leguizamón 2000). This bridge has been constructed only 50 

kilometres upstream from the canals, with the aim of opening a commercial ‘corridor’ 

connecting the Atlantic and the Pacific oceans (the ports of southern Brazil with those in 

northern Chile). In this regard, the canals and the bridge are part of a broader process of 

reformulation of borders that is reconfiguring the Pilcomayo as a twofold  and 

contradictory obstacle: on the one hand, as an obstacle to attempts at making the 

international border more ‘fluid,’ and on the other hand, paradoxically enough, as a threat 

to the very integrity and ‘solidity’ of the border.  

 The aborígenes living on the Pilcomayo have also produced their own visions of 

the river as an entity with a life of its own. However, these fetishizations are very different 

from, and stand in tension with, those outlined above. Among the Tobas of northwestern 

Formosa, several people explained the floods of February 1997 arguing that the river, 

following a sort of will of its own, had decided to destroy the ‘barrier’ constructed the  

previous year by the governments of the region to ‘stop’ the flow of water. A man in his 

fifties, a farmer in one of the hamlets closest to the marshes, told me that the water had 

come with the explicit aim of saving ‘the poor’:  
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Paraguay closed [the river] in those years. That’s why we were suffering, we didn’t 

have water … It’s not possible that the river is the only one which saved those of us 

who are poor. We get the fish, we live with that. It seems that the water doesn’t want 

to leave those who are the poorest ... That’s my idea … The water broke down 

everything they closed. It seems that the water wants to make the river in this area … 

That’s why we’ve seen bichos [creatures] that aren’t from around here, because the 

water came with everything. That’s why the bicho lék wants to make the river.  

 

 This vision of the Pilcomayo as an entity ‘which doesn’t want to 

leave those who are the poorest’ is also intertwined with the assertion by 

several people that lék had come with the floods of 1997. In those days, 

some Tobas told me that fishermen had seen lék in the marshes; some 

speculated whether this would be the sign that this large snake would dig 

up the new course of the river. An old man, however, told me in August of 

that year that they would have to wait for a while before that happened: 

 ‘Lék made the river, before. Then, he can make the river. We’re looking 

there at the marshes, to see if the one who makes the river comes. But it 

will take a while; he doesn’t come yet.’ 

 As these accounts suggest, there are crucial differences between the 

Tobas’ metaphors about the river’s own energies and those produced from 

the regional centres of power. Whereas dominant groups see the river’s life 

of its own as a threat, as a ‘treacherous and implacable’ force undermining 

both the integrity of the international border and the plans of supranational 

‘integration’ of Mercosur, the aborígenes see the vital energy of the river as 

their ultimate and most precious guarantee of survival. Because unlike the  

fetishizations produced from the centres of power, the aborígenes’ views of 

the Pilcomayo are tied to their own experience, as material as it is cultural, 

of obtaining from it their everyday livelihood in a context of domination. 

 

Notes 
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1.  I presented earlier versions of this paper in the ‘International Seminar: Borders, 

Nations, and Identities,’ held at the IDES, Buenos Aires, in May 1999, and at the 

Council of Latin American and Iberian Studies at Yale University, in February 2000. 

This paper is part of a broader research project into the current reconfiguration of the 

border along the Pilcomayo River due to the influence of the free-trade agreement 

among the countries of the southern cone of South America: Mercosur (Mercado 

Común del Sur). Part of the analysis here presented is included in another work 

(Gordillo and Leguizamón 2000). I am grateful to Luis María de La Cruz, Diego 

Escolar, and Juan Martín Leguizamón for their contributions to this paper. I owe to  

Hernán Vidal the inspiration to begin analyzing the border of the Pilcomayo as an 

object of anthropological scrutiny.  

2.  For a more detailed analysis of this process, and in general of the historical 

configuration of the border along the Pilcomayo, see Gordillo and Leguizamón 

(2000), especially chapter one.  

3.  This situation was probably caused by the increase in the amount of sediment carried 

by river, given the deforestation of the Andean slopes in Bolivia (De la Cruz 1995).  

4.  In 1979, the government of Formosa built near Puerto Yrygoyen some canals with 

the aim of guaranteeing the flow of water to the riacho Porteño and preventing the 

effects of floods (Doldan 1981: 16-17). These canals, made without consultation 

with Paraguay, triggered a serious international incident and were finally closed 

down (La Mañana 19-21/10/1982; cf. Doldan 1981; cf. Benítez Rickmann 1993). 

These canals are the closest antecedent to the canals I will analyze in this paper.  

5.  Even though these public works did not include Bolivian territory, they required its 

authorization because they were being constructed in an international river. In the 

early 1970s, Argentina, Paraguay, and Bolivia had signed a series of agreements 

which prohibited any type of unilateral decisions to carry out public works on the 

Pilcomayo (Doldan 1981: 14-15; Bilbao 1987: 80; Benítez Rickmann 1993: 13).  

6.  For a criticism of some of the anthropological constructions of the supposed  

‘ecologism’ of the indigenous groups of the Chaco see Gordillo (1993: 78-79).  
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