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Abstract
The construction of the Argentine and Chilean nation-states, beginning in the
second half of the 19th century, was accompanied by the image of the Andean
Cordillera as a natural frontier separating distinct cultural and economic
tendencies as well as discrete national ‘essences.’ At the same time, Argentine
‘nation-building’ organized national identity on the basis of an imaginary
homogeneity. In projecting an image of the nation as ‘white and European,’
the discourse of nation-building sought to efface the indigenous identities of
the country's interior, particularly in the border region shared with Chile. This
is an area with strong trans-Andean cultural traditions and a long history of
indigenous resistance to domination. In examining the case of Calingasta, a
town in the Andean zone of the San Juan province, we discuss the particular
dynamics which link subjectivity and the State in border spaces. First, we
describe the surprising emergence of ‘Chilean’ and ‘indigenous’ memories
among certain inhabitants of Calingasta. Subsequently, we analyze how these
memories might reflect a ‘crisis of sovereignty’ that affects the politics of
Argentine State discipline.

Early in 1998, the road that joined the departamento of Calingasta with the

city of San Juan--capital of the eponymous province--was closed by the San

Juan government for an indeterminate period. While, in the collective memory

of Caligastinos, the steep highway constructed in 1929 was a symbol of state

penetration in an area in which the state’s sovereignty had never been

decisively consolidated, the closing of the highway was interpreted as a virtual

abandonment by a state which for some time had been reducing the loans and

services with which it had previously sought to seduce the local population

into the general Argentine citizenry. And while the departamento of

Calingasta had nominally fallen under Argentine jurisdiction after the bilateral

treaties of 1881 and 1902, it continued for a long time to be inhabited by a

population which was identified as Chilean, was economically integrated with

Chile, and remained loyal to Chilean national traditions.

The opening of the road continues to be imagined retrospectively as an

event marking simultaneously the ‘arrival’ of the Argentine state and the

reduction of local sovereignty. This shift in sovereignty coincides with state
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control of border traffic and the nationalization of migrant populations which

had previously maintained close ties with the Chilean economy. But above all,

as it appears in the historical discourse of the Calingastino arrieros

[muleteers], baqueanos [trackers] and pastores [shepherds], this event is

linked to a radical transformation of prior ‘Chilean’ or ‘Indian’ senses of

belonging. These actors associate the opening of the road with an abrupt

transformation in these identities; that is, it signals the mysterious

disappearance of an Indian or Chilean identity. These narratives, interwoven

with myths and histories, are attempts to come to terms with a conflictive past

and to produce logical and chronological breaches in the continuity of local

subjects. A surprising example is found with the recent emergence of

supposedly eradicated Chilean and indigenous identifications, a dynamic

which emerges with the recent closing of the road. Far from embodying the

old mystique of the state as a force of unification, the closing of the road today

marks a decisive event which I will term ‘the abandonment of sovereignty.’

This process coincides both with the gradual shrinking of the Welfare State

and with a rupture in the dynamic of seduction which once appeared to have

induced the Calingastinos to construct themselves as state subjects.

This paper examines the winding paths which connect statehood and

subjectivity in Calingasta, along with the political and social practices of the

actors of the Argentine-Chilean border. Focusing on the Andean population of

Calingasta, I propose to take the border as a strategic locus for linking

subjectivity and the state, and for understanding the emergence of indigenous

and Chilean identities. Moreover, I suggest that a sense of collective belonging

in this region is the unfinished product of negotiations with state institutions

and processes of nationalization in Argentina.

Hegemonic scenes and invisible actors on the Argentine- Chilean border

Contrary to popular notions of national traditions, the border between

Argentina and Chile was in fact established in the Andean Cordillera during
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the last quarter of the 19th Century. The Andes have never constituted a

natural border wall for the populations of the area, nor have they formed an

orographic wall separating stark socio-cultural and economic differences (or

even national ‘essences’). Local groups continue to move seasonally between

the pastures of the eastern and western cordillera and the inter-Andean valleys,

maintaining social, economic and cultural links that transcend the cordillera.

On the other hand, the idea of a natural Andean border, based on cultural

suppositions and hegemonic discursive formations arising during a specific

phase of the nation’s ‘western’ development, played a substantial role in the

formation of the Argentine and Chilean nation-states.

At the same time, in local discourse the Andean cordillera functions as

a trope in opposition to the territorial imaginary put forth by the Argentine

state: the cordillera is not a desert but rather an ancestrally inhabited region;

not a bleak plateau but a principal field of economic production; not a marker

of time immemorial but the space and centre of social interchange; not the

barrier of state discipline but the site of successful practices in resisting state

domination; and not the limit but the centre of a utopia where the social and

political realization of a Calingastino community is represented.

Focusing on the connection between state and subjectivity, it is my

intention to re-examine the role of the state in the practices and identities in

border spaces. But the challenge here resides in breaking with the metaphysics

of the state, with the view of the state as a para-social entity that unilaterally

organizes and imposes itself upon the sociality and identities of its subjects.

Therefore, it is important to remember that ‘the State’ is a collective

production marked by resistance and negotiation, and at the same time is co-

constructed by these very subjects. One observes in border studies a reaction

against the exaggerations of postmodern turns toward the end of the state and

toward the deterritorialization of borders, and with phantasmagorical

celebrations of the autonomy of ‘deterritorialized’ subjects and identities

above and beyond economic and political structures (Wilson and Donnan
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1998; Heyman 1994; Vidal 1998; Escolar 1997). This is in part a legitimate

reaction against the indiscriminate use in anthropology of the postmodern

concept of ‘border’ or ‘border area’ as privileged metaphors in the

representation of a postmodern subject. Thus, various researchers working on

border issues have called for a reterritorialization and materialization of

borders, while seeking to re-evaluate the function of the state in the structuring

of social relations in frontier zones. Calling for a recentering of the role of the

state, Hann concludes that ‘local experience of the state and resistance to it

cannot be limited to the imaginative experience of representations: attention

must also be paid to the very concrete and material consequences of the

actions of states for local populations’ (1995: 136, as cited in Wilson and

Donnan 1998: 3).

Yet if one accepts this condemnation of the indiscriminate and

metaphorical use of the concept of borders, one cannot assume that

‘representations’ are necessarily any less concrete in producing the ‘very

concrete and material consequences of the actions of states.’ Taken to its

logical extreme, this argument would produce a fissure in the problematic of

the border, leading to a new division between metaphor and representation, on

the one hand, and state, material reality, and political economy on the other.

This dichotomization can be avoided by positing the state as a cultural

artefact made material by the very routines, rituals and practices which

mutually influence the state and its subjects (Corrigan and Sayer 1985;

Mitchell 1991). Under the heading of ‘cultural artefact’ we find not only the

state, but also territoriality and, of course, identity itself. If the state cannot be

understood as if it were an ‘object’ or a domain separate from ‘society’ as a

whole, I would also suggest that its limits are dispersed not only within this

society but also in the subject itself. As such, subjectivity and collective

subjugation function as two sides of a single space of cultural production and

political dispute. If indeed a sense of belonging can be considered --at least in

part--as an effect of state action, articulations of this sense also emerge
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through the actions and voices of social subjects and interlocutors.  In this

manner, subjects are strung together in the collective memories of local

communities through a variety of distinct uses of the past (Brow 1990; Briones

1994; Alonso 1988), and as the result of both resistance to and internalization

of the state form.

In this examination of the connection between state and subject, I

concur with perspectives like that of Peter Sahlins (1989) which conceive the

construction of border identities and the border itself as a result not only of

state politics, but also of the agencies of local groups and particular interests.

Nonetheless, whatever the role played by Calingastino groups in articulating

certain relations with the state and with the border, the act of marking the

border was clearly an exclusive decision emanating from the centre of state

power. The state’s disciplining of the border area was hardly beneficial to the

groups which inhabited this area; on the contrary, it resulted eventually in a

crisis for the local cattle trade. And yet, contrary to the project of

‘constructing’ Argentina and Chile in the Andes, local actors continue to

manifest a notion of community which extends beyond the cordillera, in a

clear rejection of the state--of both its claim upon borders and its interference

in local commerce.

Rather than attributing a privileged role to either local or state agency

in the social construction of identity in the border region of Calingasta, I will

assume a dialectic conception of the relations between state and society and

between state and subjectivity. And thus I will attempt to avoid what Sahlins

terms ‘the positivist conception of national identity as a product of “nation

building”’ (1989: 9) which is at least implicit in any consideration of the state

as privileged locus of ‘materiality’. By so ‘materializing’ the state, we not only

err in understanding the true ‘nature’ (cultural, material but never natural) of

the borders, but we also reproduce a certain effect of power--that of the

naturalization of its own sovereignty--which remains crucial to the projects of
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subjugation and domination through which the modern state asserts its

sovereignty.

Chilean and indigenous senses of belonging in the ‘state autobiographies’

of Calingasta

At the end of the 19th Century, and during the consolidation of the

Argentinean nation-state, the San Juan elite--in conjunction with national

hegemonic imaginaries--laid the foundation for a narrative which would

describe provincial populations as more or less homogeneous: as a white,

culturally European, and above all ‘not Chilean’ and ‘not Indian,’ subject. My

recent investigations, which have focused on uses of the past and on

metacultural constructions of belonging and alterity, argue for the protagonism

of the state--understood as both cultural and political experience--in the

formation of collective memory and subjectivity in these populations (Escolar

1996). In general, the discourses of social actors emphasize transformations

within narratives of belonging, manifesting either the ‘becoming invisible’ or

the re-articulation of indigenous and Chilean characteristics. These changes

are concurrent with the local impact of various hegemonic state blocs and their

respective ‘modes of production,’ i.e. consolidation of sovereignty and social

control. Over time, the national and provincial states have established a

sovereignty which privileges certain strategies or ‘modes of statehood’

permeated by hegemonic European conceptions and which, at least since the

early 19th Century, have governed the Western conception of the ‘state as an

idea’ (Abrams 1988).

With the consolidation of the modern Argentine nation-state, the

construction of sovereignty basically consisted in the ‘internal conquest’ of

marginal populations and nominally sovereign territories, in a process which

applied militarized state control toward the ‘interior’ as much as or more than

toward any exterior. In San Juan, the elites involved in this process sought to

project ‘indigenous’ traits upon the militarized, oppositional collectives known
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as ‘montoneras,’ in order to justify both the repression of subaltern or sub-

regional interests as well as the exclusion of these groups from citizenship

(Sarmiento 1947). This ‘indigenization’ of subaltern groups was instrumental

in the determination of sociological borders within the San Juan community,

which the elite sought to cast as a kind of ‘interior alterity.’

Today, local subaltern populations have begun to re-examine this past

(albeit with substantial resistance from elites). A renewed and anachronistic

sense of Chilean and indigenous belonging has arisen in the process by which

these groups begin to question the themes, plot lines and images through

which the national community imagined itself as homogeneous and sovereign

(Anderson 1990). This renewed interest in the past concerns more than a

dispute between conflicting national identifications; the emergence of

indigenous concerns points to a ‘process of aboriginality’ that presupposes that

the production of identity is in fact marked by identifications with

communities which predate the advent of the colonial and national states. This

aboriginality is thus linked to the construction and transformation of emerging

national communities (Beckett 1988; Briones 1998). The focus of this work is

the alternate articulation and disarticulation of Chilean and indigenous

markings in the negotiations of national identity at the Argentine-Chilean

border, and in relation to different ‘modes of production’ of state sovereignty.

The Chilean in us

In looking at the oral history of the Calingastinos, it becomes evident that

these actors refer to state sovereignty as a recent and incomplete occurrence,

brought about by diverse events beginning in the 1930s and 1940s. They also

allude to ‘Classical Calingasta’1 a utopian period of local sovereignty prior to

the period of state control, that would have been defined by its control over

Cordilleran routes of cattle commerce and by the absence of any military or

police control in this border region.
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One central aspect of my consideration of the Chilean character of this

Classical Calingasta is found in its territorial imaginary. As opposed to the

territorial representations of the Argentine nation-state, in Classical Calingasta

the Andes are the centre and not the limit of a trans-Cordilleran community.

The Cordilleras themselves...for me established the close link between

this zone, uh...they came together up above [allá arriba]...whole

families went to the festival of Andacollo there...there was no

established border...they’d go, be there, do what they had to do and

come back. But not just adults, whole families, with little kids, nursing

infants.

The Cordillera is not a ‘natural barrier’; it in fact establishes the ‘close

link’ between ‘this zone’ and those on the other side. The Calingastinos were

organized as trans-Cordilleran families which unified the populations on either

side of the Andes.

Of course the man who works in them mountains does so because he

has connections who are relatives...it’s always been like this, and that’s

how these people made their money.... Don Julio came from Chile to

work here...he bought land here....But he never lost his ties to Chile!

The family stayed in Chile, his wife, all of them.

In the 1940s the Argentine state exercised decisive pressure, both to

restrict illegal cattle traffic in the border region of San Juan and to guarantee

its own effective dominion in the border territory. State control was sought

through the use of the Gendarmería Nacional [border patrol] at strategic

points along the routes of contraband traffic, but the real basis of this policy

was the creation, by virtue of the Ley de Zonas de Seguridad de Fronteras of

1944, of certain militarized ‘border zones’ twenty kilometres from the border
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line. This enabled the army to expropriate large quantities of land stretching

away from the Chilean borderline. It was the army’s intention that the

contrabandistas would abandon their activities along with the majority of the

arrieros and baqueanos. This process was followed by another act of state

repression which aimed to nationalize fully these border populations.

One of the most striking aspects of local historical narratives is the

force with which, more than half a century after these events, the

Calingastinos articulate a collective subject whose locus of enunciation--be it

affirmative or oppositional--is framed as ‘Chilean’ or ‘Indian.’ Moreover, the

typical inhabitants of Classical Calingasta are never characterized as

Argentines; on the contrary, they are declared to be Chileans or Indians.

Narrators describe the archetypal populations of Classical Calingasta

as Chileans, and the disappearance of these identities is made to coincide with

the event which marks the arrival of the Argentine state: the construction of

the road between San Juan and Calingasta.

Calingasta had a divided history back then, until...when was it, in ’28

that they made the road? Calingasta was practically...I don’t know, a

more Chilean town....Calingasta changed...before you had here

Classic...it was Classic Calingasta...like I said they celebrated...the 18th

of September2 and not the 9th of July, nor the 25th of May3.

In local people’s memory the building of the road in 1929 is signalled

as a definitive event marking the end of Chilean hegemony, but at the same

time a certain continuing loyalty to Chile can be identified more than thirty

years later, up until the end of the 1960s. This extension of Chilean ties is seen

in a testimony dating from 1971, in which ‘the school children, in spite of

being Calingastinos, say “I’m Chilean” because their parents are (...) They

assert that Barreal [the largest town in the departamento] belongs to Chile and
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they know the history of that country better than their own. The workers are

eighty percent Chilean’ (Rodriguez and Mactas 1991: 78).

But if today it is common to affirm that the past inhabitants of

Calingasta were ‘Chilean,’ these informants tend to re-situate this Chilean

character in a negative light when applying it to populations following the

construction of the road. This is evident in accounts of Julio Alamos, the

principal trafficker in contraband during the early decades of the 20th Century,

a figure who gives rise to a vast narrative in which he is generally considered

the tragic hero of Calingastino development (Escolar 1996).

That’s a man [Julio Alamos] who must have lived...two hundred years

to have developed his...whole project...very positive,

but...uh...Chileans never run out of ideas for expansion!

The ambiguity of this valuation of Chileans could hardly be more apparent,

insofar as it deploys simultaneously a hegemonic and nationalist discourse (i.e.

expansionist Chileans) with a counter-hegemonic discourse (Chileans who

bring about local development).

However, when these accounts begin to refer to the present moment

and identity begins to concern the (public) sense of belonging of the

informant, a speaker will frequently augment these negative assessments of

Chileans with an attempt to rid him- or herself of any discernible Chilean

‘marks.’ This ‘unmarking’ [desmarcación: see Briones 1994] describes a

process in which an individual or group seek to avoid being associated with

certain collectives, whose identity bears negative political implications for the

actor(s) in question. Unmarking is thus carried out through an implicit relation

to the perspective of a larger political community, such as the nation or the

province as a whole.  At the same time, this process always also implies a

marking, a reiteration of the difference of ‘the other’ to whom the stigmatizing

stereotype is transferred, through which it is tacitly supposed that the original
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group has divested itself of the stigma and acquired a status equal to that of the

larger national community. By means of these discursive procedures, social

actors use the past either to distance themselves from or to approximate

themselves to certain collective identities--almost as if the past were both the

‘dead letter office’ of undesirable ascriptions and the ‘stock’ of desirable

nominations.

I have to, see, because they are people who came from there...very

close relatives, even my grandmother was Chilean! (...) We also have

to...understand another thing, the...the pride that the Chilean has for

his...his patria... they are Chileans here, in Chile, in Japan...you start

talking and they’ll tell you...’no, but in Chile it’s better,’ they’ll talk to

you about the weather, ‘no but in Chile...the weather’s better’; you’ll

be talking about fruit and they‘ll say ‘fruits from over there

are...sweeter’...you talk about the economy...and it was better, then at a

certain moment you’ll get fed up and say, ‘fine, then, why don’t you go

to...? You’ve been here forty years, why don’t you go?’

By way of a partial conclusion, let me observe that, between the past of

Classical Calingasta and the period of state interference which begins with the

building of the road, the characterization Chilean suffers a change in

valuation. Chileans who were previously presented as the successful and

legitimate Calingastino subjects are later stigmatized as meddlesome

foreigners who represent a risk to national sovereignty.

The Indigenous We

In analyzing the ‘emergence’ of indigenous identities in Calingasta, three

things come to mind: first, the extreme ambiguity or the flagrant

contradictions to which informants resort when referring to the relation

between Indians and the local community; second, how this relation expresses
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itself throughout life histories in which narrators cast themselves alternately as

‘Indian’ and ‘not Indian’ during different periods of their lives; and third, that

in these autobiographies the transformations and/or ruptures in continuity of

an indigenous subject are linked to events representing different modalities of

the state, or to various points of articulation of the relation between statehood

and subjectivity.

In order better to understand the process of indigenous auto-

identification, I will now turn to the life history of Irma, a woman roughly

eighty years old. In her discourse, Irma asserts the indigenous character of

present-day local populations; and she also explains--both to the interviewer

and to herself--why local populations have often rejected marks of indigenous

identification.

Keeping in mind the habitual renunciations of indigenous ascendancy

by local populations, no doubt the crucial part of Irma’s narrative is found in

her indigenous auto-ascription, and likewise in her extensive characterization

of existent local populations in terms of ‘Indians.’ But one must also note that

this acceptance of an indigenous identity, along with the defining of the local

community in terms of who is or is not ‘Indian,’ contains a profound paradox

for the narrator herself. While she ascribes herself as Indian in the present

moment, she also posits the Indians of her childhood as ‘others.’ In this

chronology, elaborated around crucial moments or periods from the narrator’s

life, Irma attempts to make meaningful those events which, for the region, link

the advent of state sovereignty to the existence of local indigenous

populations. This articulation of communal and personal meaning is produced

through a gesture which appears frequently in oral histories: installing as

narrator a testimonial ‘I’ which positions itself dialogically with certain

historical characters, alternately ‘marking’ and ‘unmarking’ itself in relation to

a ‘signifying other’ (Taylor 1992) by manipulating marks of  its enunciation

constituted through reference to the ‘I,’ the ‘here’ and the ‘now’(agency,

spatiality and temporality) which function as key elements in the structuration
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of any discourse (Benveniste 1977).4

The relation between indigenous populations and the local community

is expressed at four distinct narrative levels: through an ambiguous

grammatical construction which allows for a certain slippage between

‘Indian,’ ‘I’ and ‘we’; through a metacultural discourse which alludes to the

indigenous nature and corresponding cultural practices of local actors; by way

of a biologized or racialized discourse which asserts its biological connection

to Indian ancestry; and finally via historicizing/mythologizing manoeuvres,

such as the representation of an indigenous presence that would have been

interrupted by the arrival of the San Juan-Calingasta road and the

simultaneous advent of state control in the area.

The problem of local subjects and their indigenous sense of belonging

is established in the first words of Irma’s account, beginning with its

grammatical structure: ‘the Indians have lived here all this time...mixing in

with oneself [con revuelto con uno].’ Here she introduces a possible synthesis

of the problematic of local indigenous identity: the presence of a sense of

indigenous belonging along with and despite the fact that indigenous identities

have been rendered more or less invisible. The use of the term ‘oneself’ [uno]

has the effect of signalling as much an ‘I’ as a possible ‘we.’ The distinction

between this oneself (I/we) and Indians does not specify a limit between the

two; on the contrary, it affirms a relation of inclusion or a close bond between

them. The term ‘mixing’ [con revuelto] acts to accentuate the union or

aggregation of--as well as a possible indeterminacy between--this we and the

Indians. Furthermore, certain moments in Irma’s narrative also indicate

changes in her consideration of both the existence of Indians in Calingasta and

the specifically indigenous character of local populations. In this narrative

development, both the definitions of ethnic belonging and the distinctions

between ‘us’ and ‘other’ are displaced in the deepest recesses of both the

collective ‘we’ and the ‘I’ of the narrator.
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In the account of her childhood we encounter two subjects: a non-

indigenous ‘we’ found within the village, and an indigenous ‘other’ outside of

the village. The former is characterized as sedentary and ethnically unmarked;

the latter, as nomadic, and of indigenous language and ‘culture.’ In this epoch,

which corresponds to her infancy, Irma does not define herself as Indian; on

the contrary, she includes herself in this unmarked we. Irma attests to the

presence of ‘real Indians’ during this period; later, however, she will also

testify to their flight.

Later...the cacique--they kept on following the cacique--the cacique

left. They kept going to the Cordillera, I dunno...He killed himself

there (...) And [the Indians] left, because they were being pursued, so

there wouldn’t be any more here in Argentina; so they went over to the

other side. (...) And now there aren’t any left. There are none except

for... descendants of Indians who aren’t Indians. (...) They

have...Indian blood, but not much.

Let us note that, on the basis of certain clues in the account of Irma, the

flight or initial ‘disappearance’ of the Indians can be determined as having

taking place in 1929.5 This date coincides—with surprising precision—with

the building of the San Juan-Calingasta road, and with what we have already

seen to function as a forceful symbolization of the state’s incursion into this

region.

However, in Irma’s representation Indian subjects are said to

‘disappear’ from the local community, unlike Chilean subjects whose

identities were revalued (negatively) but never effaced. Thus the exodus of the

cacique begins to mark a more profound hiatus regarding the fate of the

Indians. We are left with a problem that may well be irresolvable: did the

Indians in fact disappear, or did they on the contrary remain within the local

community? Here Irma’s own discourse is marked by a dialectical tension
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between two conflicting discourses: between that of the Indians’

disappearance and that of an ongoing invisibility or unmarking of the Indians.

This can be seen, for instance, in various strains and ruptures of grammatical

or enunciative coherence in her speech:

They [the Indians] didn’t speak well and...then, when people arrived

here in Barreal when Cantoni made the road, then...one [i.e. I, we]

was...changing a lot.

While maintaining a sense of temporal continuity, Irma produces a

passage--mediated by the agency of the state, which appears in the figure of

the road--between the Indian subject as ‘other’ and a ‘we’ which is seen to

have absorbed these Indians and rendered them nearly invisible. In the wake

of the flight of the Indians, the indigenous, rather than disappearing

completely in the exodus of a marked group, endures in an ambiguous and

controversial manner, in local blood, culture and territory.

The absorption and unmarking of the ‘indigenous other’ is also evinced

in Irma’s assertion that all were not Indians: ‘...the only ones who stayed were

the most evangelized. And the rest left.’ Irma’s use of the conception of

evangelization here signals something in addition to its usual reference to

conversion to and education in Christian doctrine. Insofar as ‘evangelized’ for

her marks a contrast with ‘the bad guys,’ a term which defines the refusal or

inability of certain Indians to adapt, evangelization alludes to a process of

social discipline and assimilation into the cultural hegemony of the ‘whites’.6

Practices such as nomadism, hunting, and others marked as indigenous

are explained by many Calingastinos as adaptations in the face of increasing

socio-economic pressures, expropriations and persecution. On the other hand,

the ‘city dwellers’ and the gendarmería are linked as the principal agents in

the construction of state sovereignty at the local level. Those practices which

Irma and others describe as ‘indigenous’ in the time prior to the building of the
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road cease to be considered so in the ensuing period (although in fact a

number of these are continued in a partial manner by many of the

Calingastinos). And thus a contemporary (unmarked) practice could well have

been classified as ‘Indian’ prior to the building of the road.

There is a moment in Irma’s autobiography, coinciding more or less

with the present, in which she recognizes herself as indigenous. Irma is

brought to redefine her own aboriginality in view of a renewed and intense

debate within the community concerning its indigenous sense of belonging. In

an evident distinction from other periods of her autobiographical narrative,

Irma articulates her aboriginality not through reference to cultural discourse,

but rather on the basis of biological themes, of descent and consanguinity.

Irma makes reference to Indian grandparents, as well as to parents descended

from Indians, in order to explain that a large portion of Calingasta’s

inhabitants have Indian blood, despite the fact that many are not prepared to

accept it.

Irma recounts that, following the exodus of the cacique, ‘only Indian

descendants remained, and they weren’t Indian.’ This is because ‘[they] had

Indian blood...but not very much.’ Nevertheless, this portion of Indian blood,

which enables her to recognize her descent, also allows her to affirm the

indigenousness of others, including some who do not wish to recognize their

own legacy. When she refers to her grandfather, she first says that he is a

descendent of Indians, and shortly thereafter sustains emphatically: ‘But...you

know, he...he’s a real Indian!’ Elsewhere, in evoking once again Domingo

Ibaceta, Irma affirms that the latter’s descendants are ashamed to admit that

‘they have Indian blood!...with all the rest from their parents...because the

grandmother--though they’ll be furious--has Indian blood...’ Finally, citing a

daughter who had rebuked her recognition, Irma remarks: ‘Yes, but my

grandfather, I have Indian blood and I am Indian!’

Regarding the sense of indigenous belonging in Calingasta, we can

state that indigenous identities are transformed in relation to the various
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historical moments coinciding with distinct periods in the lives of the actors

and the community. Initially, the articulation of state sovereignty is

represented as relatively weak in relation to a Calingastino ‘communal

subject,’ which constructs itself in the unmarked conjunction of indigenous

identity, yet as a group of Indians clearly defined as such. Between the late

1920s and the present, a paradox can be discerned: while it is generally

assumed that the Indians disappeared, one also finds clues that would suggest

that an Indian population continued to exist in Calingasta, disciplined and

rendered invisible. Once the ‘marked’ subject has disappeared, this rendering

invisible of all indigenous marks coincides with a generalized sense of

indigenous belonging--much more diffuse, yet concerning the population as a

whole. This is the period which has been thematized as the achievement of

state dominion, with the socio-economic transformation and progressive

incorporation of Calingastinos into the framework of Argentine citizenship.

In recent years a rapid process of ‘aboriginalization’ can be observed

in these actors. This new articulation of indigenous belonging, although

replete with ambiguities, underscores the importance of racialized discourse in

the development of new senses of belonging. At the same time, the re-

articulation of indigenous identity coincides with the recent decline of the

Welfare State in Argentina, and with the state’s withdrawal from many of

those social spheres in which it had asserted its sovereignty during the first

half of the 20th Century. And thus, in Calingasta as in many other provinces

during the 1990s, the Argentine state has abandoned its leading role as social

‘container,’ as employer and provider of services.7 The transformation of the

state, and of its policies with regard to border populations, has been interpreted

by local actors as a deficit in Argentine state sovereignty.

Conclusion

Unlike in the nation building era, the construction of state sovereignty in

border regions during the epoch of the Welfare State was marked by a series
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of incorporations of local populations, into political and socio-economic

categories such as citizenship and the proletariat. The economic development

of the region was augmented in this period by a vast network of reciprocity

between the region and state institutions. With the notable exception of

periods of military dictatorship, these socio-political forms were based more

on the creation of consensus and ‘state seduction’ than on repression or

military conquest. Moreover, these border regions were privileged loci in the

construction of state sovereignty, which promised the benefits of substantial

economic investment and the creation of infrastructure, together with the

valorization of border subjects as champions of national sovereignty (Vidal

1998). In the wake of the recent closing of the San Juan-Calingasta road, the

local population has rapidly constructed a representation of the ‘betrayal’ of

the state’s legacy of nearly seventy years: a legacy which in a certain sense

brought prestige to these groups, but which likewise offered and induced in

exchange the adoption of a ‘national’ subjectivity on the part of said

populations.

The inhabitants of Calingasta, like many of the rural and subaltern

groups in San Juan not incorporated into provincial or national statehood, have

been represented as ‘outsiders’ with respect to national and provincial

communities, and specifically through the projection of the ‘Chilean’ and

‘indigenous’ identities. Indigenous and Chilean tropes have formed the basis

of an argument for the social and political exclusion of these groups.

The typical negations on the part of local groups of their indigenous

past, their refusals to assume such historical and cultural ties–all of which

were until recent years the norm in this region–have to do with the history of

the region’s relation with the state. The construction of the community and the

provincial state was realized historically through the simultaneous

interpellation and vilification of ‘Indians,’ a process which served to

legitimate state violence and the subjugation of subaltern peoples. But the

question of Chilean identification points to a somewhat different dynamic, in
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which the mode of production of state sovereignty and national-provincial

belonging pertains to geopolitical rather than socio-anthropological relations.

In this region, Chilean interpellation has served to create a demand for the

nationalization and/or subjection of these border populations; and thus their

actors are often reluctant to admit any form of ‘Chilean’ past. While Chilean

identification has been cast as more or less irreconcilable with Argentine

nationality, indigenous interpellation has served to represent in condensed

form the fundamental incompatibility of certain subjects with modern forms of

statehood or governability.

Today, in marked contrast to the nation building epoch, popular groups

take part in an emerging indigenous movement and figure as a form of

counter-hegemonic practice. This popular subscription to indigenous senses of

belonging is disparaged by elites, much as in earlier periods the suppositions

regarding the indigenous roots of the San Juan region were used as arguments

for civilizing the region and delegitimizing the resistance of subaltern

populations.  In the topography of Argentine indigenousness, the large

majority of villages considered ‘indigenous’ can be found in the nation’s

border regions. At a moment when the relations between sovereign states are

less conflictive than relations within states (between state and citizen, etc.),

what calls for further analysis is the fact that Chilean senses of belonging have

been supplanted by claims upon indigenous identity as an effective mode of

communicating social and political demands within this border region of

Argentina.

Notes

This paper is dedicated to my other parents Doña Mercedes Gonzalez Vivanco

and Don Alejandro Gonzalez (in memoriam), for their genuine affection and

crucial guidance. The author is grateful to Patrick Dove, Rebecca Lichtenfeld

and Lorenzo Cañas Botos who translated the original version of this essay

from Spanish to English, and to Claudia Briones, Hastings Donnan, Peter
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Sahlins and Thomas Wilson for their comments on earlier versions of this

paper.

1. I am using here the native’s denomination (‘Calingasta clásico’). In this

context ‘clásico’ brings to mind a whole set of ideas relating to tradition.

2.  Chilean patriotic holiday.

3.  Argentine patriotic holiday. For Benveniste, the linguistic determination of

the subject is revealed in language’s capacity (and necessity) to differentiate

between subjects and objects, selves and others.

4.  Irma recalls that she was eleven years old when the cacique fled Calingasta.

When we subtract her current age (80 years) from these eleven, we see that the

event took place 69 years prior to the interview (which took place in 1998).

The last time Irma would have seen these ‘Indians,’ then, was in 1929.

5.  In another version of this story, compiled several months later, Irma

asserted that those Indians who left were ‘the bad guys’ [los más malos]. As

such she perhaps echoes an old but effective imaginary of the state, in which

the Indian represents a threat to society or civilization.

6. For an analysis of the central role of racialization in the process of

aboriginality, see Briones 1998.

7. Public employment in provincial governmental services is the main source

of work in the San Juan region; in many cases it functions as a virtual subsidy

for unemployment insurance. The drastic reduction in public employment

during recent years can be attributed to a number of interrelated changes,

including the rise of neoliberalism, the federal government’s failure to provide

financial assistance to help alleviate the deficits run by provincial

governments, and also the increasing burden transferred to the provinces for

the funding of social programmes, education and so on.
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